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  Chapter 1 - 1 Experience Point: 1 Experience Point

    
      Chapter 1: 1 Experience Point
    

    

    
      The prison cell was dimly lit.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just regained consciousness and felt unwell all over.
    

    

    
      He had no strength at all, and his throat felt like he had swallowed razor blades.
    

    

    
      He thought to himself, "Did I catch COVID again?"
    

    

    
      Then, a foul stench surged into his nose, nearly knocking him out.
    

    

    
      Who took a dump on my bed?
    

    

    
      It was a complex stench of damp mold and excrement—absolutely revolting.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming's stomach churned, and he nearly vomited.
    

    

    
      "This kid’s awake."
    

    

    
      "Kid, what did you do to end up here?"
    

    

    
      The sudden voice startled him.
    

    

    
      He turned his head instinctively and, through the dim light, saw two people with messy hair and ragged clothes.
    

    

    
      Who were they?
    

    

    
      No—
    

    

    
      Where was this?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was utterly shocked and realized this wasn't his room.
    

    

    
      It seemed to be a jail cell?
    

    

    
      How did I end up here?
    

    

    
      Buzz—
    

    

    
      It was like something pricked Chen Ming's brain.
    

    

    
      Amid the piercing pain, he let out a scream as countless unfamiliar memories surged into his mind.
    

    

    
      "Ming'er, you've studied martial arts under Master Huo for four years but haven’t achieved anything. Our family can't afford it anymore..."
    

    

    
      "You're already seventeen. It's time you find some work. Starting tomorrow, go work as a clerk at Jinyuan Prosperity Trading. Grandpa is an old acquaintance of their shopkeeper, so you must be cautious, speak less, do more, and never cause trouble..."
    

    

    
      "Kid, if you dare ruin my plans..."
    

    

    
      "It was Chen Er. He drugged my tea and tried to assault me, Master, you must uphold justice for me..."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      "I’ve transmigrated?"
    

    

    
      No one knew how long had passed before Chen Ming finally recovered, his mind still somewhat numb.
    

    

    
      This was a world with an ancient imperial backdrop and martial arts.
    

    

    
      It was said that cultivators existed, though the original host had never seen one—just rumors from others.
    

    

    
      The original host was twenty years old, from a moderately well-off family running a small shop.
    

    

    
      They had some assets, but weren’t wealthy.
    

    

    
      He was the second son in the family and had liked martial arts since childhood.
    

    

    
      At thirteen, he apprenticed under a martial artist surnamed Huo.
    

    

    
      He trained for four years but was dismissed due to lack of talent.
    

    

    
      Then, using family connections, he joined a trading firm called Jinyuan Prosperity Trading as a clerk.
    

    

    
      He was diligent and responsible, earning the trust of the shopkeeper.
    

    

    
      After three years, he was promoted to a junior manager.
    

    

    
      The problem was that the original host was too responsible.
    

    

    
      Soon, he discovered someone embezzling funds and secretly gathered evidence.
    

    

    
      He directly reported it to the shopkeeper.
    

    

    
      That corrupt individual was immediately dealt with.
    

    

    
      A few months later, revenge came.
    

    

    
      On the old master’s seventieth birthday, the original host was drugged.
    

    

    
      In a daze, he stumbled into the back courtyard and was grabbed by a half-dressed maid who accused him of attempted assault.
    

    

    
      On such a joyous occasion, this scandal infuriated the old master.
    

    

    
      He not only ordered the original host to be beaten severely but also had him thrown in jail.
    

    

    
      Thus, the original host died wrongfully.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming was filled with intense resentment.
    

    

    
      So young, and he actually treated the firm like his own career?
    

    

    
      Modern companies already treat employees like beasts of burden.
    

    

    
      Ancient firms really treated clerks like dogs.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t believe that cunning old master and the shopkeeper couldn’t tell he’d been set up.
    

    

    
      But one vented his anger on him, and the other didn’t say a word in his defense.
    

    

    
      The human world is not worth it.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly discarded his sympathy for the original host and began thinking about his own situation.
    

    

    
      "System?"
    

    

    
      "Old grandpa?"
    

    

    
      "Golden finger?"
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      He tried all kinds of things but couldn’t summon any interface or cheat.
    

    

    
      That made him a bit panicked.
    

    

    
      With such a hellish start, how was he supposed to turn things around without a cheat?
    

    

    
      No family background, no talent.
    

    

    
      Still in jail, with a ruined reputation...
    

    

    
      "Kid, stop playing dead."
    

    

    
      Just then, someone kicked him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned and saw the two prisoners from earlier glaring at him fiercely.
    

    

    
      "Don’t lie here. That’s your spot over there."
    

    

    
      This was a show of dominance.
    

    

    
      An obedience test by seasoned inmates on the newcomer.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming lowered his gaze and struggled to get up from the ground.
    

    

    
      "Hurry up!"
    

    

    
      That man kicked him again, knocking him back down.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said nothing, gritted his teeth, and silently crawled to the corner to sit.
    

    

    
      Right next to him was the chamber pot, reeking of excrement.
    

    

    
      The two prisoners, seeing that he didn’t dare say a word, laughed triumphantly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming closed his eyes, endured the disgusting smell, adjusted his breathing, and slowly conserved his strength.
    

    

    
      A wise man does not fight when he's weak.
    

    

    
      His body was too weak right now—he couldn’t afford a conflict.
    

    

    
      "Kid, we asked you a question earlier..."
    

    

    
      At that moment, a jailer came over, and the two immediately shut their mouths.
    

    

    
      The jailer glanced at Chen Ming, who was sitting in the corner, and seeing that he was still alive, gave a warning, "You two, don’t touch him. If anyone dies, I’ll kill you both myself."
    

    

    
      The two prisoners quickly said they wouldn’t dare.
    

    

    
      The jailer turned and left.
    

    

    
      Having just been warned, the two didn’t dare trouble Chen Ming for the time being.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief—he could now focus on regaining his strength.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      No one knew how much time had passed, but the cell had gone completely dark.
    

    

    
      Night had fallen.
    

    

    
      One of the prisoners spoke, "Kid, what did you do to end up here?"
    

    

    
      After waiting a moment and seeing the kid stay silent, he became angry, "Don’t think that guard will protect you. He just doesn’t want any deaths causing trouble. At this hour, they’re all asleep—even if you screamed your lungs out, no one would come save you..."
    

    

    
      At that moment, the kid finally spoke, "Hearing that line come out of your mouth is fucking disgusting."
    

    

    
      "You little—"
    

    

    
      The prisoner flew into a rage, rolled up his sleeves, and moved to teach the kid a lesson.
    

    

    
      Just as he stood up, a powerful gust struck him—he had already taken a punch to the chest.
    

    

    
      It hit so hard his vision went black; he nearly passed out.
    

    

    
      Then came two sharp slaps across the face—smack, smack.
    

    

    
      "Spare... me..."
    

    

    
      Only then did he realize he had kicked an iron wall.
    

    

    
      This guy was trained!
    

    

    
      He quickly begged for mercy.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared at the sudden notification that popped up before his eyes and froze on the spot.
    

    

    
      【You defeated a Level 0 enemy and gained 1 experience point.】
    

    

    
      Was this... the golden finger?!
    

    

    
      His heart blazed with excitement.
    

    

    
      Before him, a panel appeared.
    

    

    
      【Name: Chen Ming】
    

    

    
      【Level: 2】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 1】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Method: Iron Horse Stance (Level 1: 98/100+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: Three Talents Fist (Proficient: 21/200+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner: 12/100+)】
    

    

    
      It really was a system.
    

    

    
      Everything on the panel was crystal clear—he didn’t need a manual to understand how it worked.
    

    

    
      Point allocation system!
    

    

    
      With a thought, Chen Ming placed his single point into the cultivation method Iron Horse Stance.
    

    

    
      Instantly, a warm current surged through his body.
    

    

    
      He could clearly feel himself becoming just a little bit stronger.
    

    

    
      Still not enough—just one more point!
    

    

    
      He suddenly turned to the other prisoner and kicked him.
    

    

    
      "Don’t hit me... I didn’t do anything..."
    

    

    
      The prisoner was thinner and weaker, curled up covering his head, crying and begging for mercy.
    

    

    
      【You defeated a Level 0 enemy and gained 1 experience point.】
    

    

    
      "It really works."
    

    

    
      Seeing the notification, Chen Ming was overjoyed.
    

    

    
      He immediately placed the new point into Iron Horse Stance.
    

    

    
      In an instant, a searing heat burst forth from within.
    

    

    
      He felt like his body was burning, a surge of power rushing through him.
    

    

    
      He had successfully broken through.
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      Chapter 2: Big Brother
    

    

    
      "This is a breakthrough already?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at his own hands, feeling the solid strength within his body, along with the many new insights into the "Iron Horse Stance" that had emerged in his mind. 
    

    

    
      A feeling he couldn’t quite put into words surged in his heart.
    

    

    
      The original host began martial training at the age of thirteen, starting with this very "Iron Horse Stance." 
    

    

    
      He practiced it for three years before hitting a bottleneck. 
    

    

    
      It was as if something was stuck—no matter how hard he trained, he couldn’t improve any further.
    

    

    
      He was stuck for four years.
    

    

    
      Even after working as a clerk at a trading firm, despite his busy schedule, he still persisted in practicing the stance every day, rain or shine. 
    

    

    
      All he managed to do was maintain his condition.
    

    

    
      Now, with just two experience points, he had broken through that bottleneck and stepped up to the next level.
    

    

    
      He glanced at his status panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Chen Ming】
    

    

    
      【Level: 3】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 0】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Method: Iron Horse Stance (Second Layer 0/200+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: Three Talent Fist (Proficient 21/200+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 12/100+)】
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming turned his head toward the two prisoners cowering in the corner and walked over to them.
    

    

    
      The two prisoners heard his approaching footsteps and screamed in fright, "Spare us... we won’t dare again... ahhh..."
    

    

    
      Then came a storm of fists and kicks, accompanied by agonizing screams.
    

    

    
      The other prisoners locked nearby all shouted and cheered. 
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, it was too dark to see clearly, but judging by the sounds of the beating, it was brutal.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming kept beating them for several minutes until their pleas for mercy grew faint. 
    

    

    
      Finally, he stopped.
    

    

    
      "Why didn’t I get any experience points this time?"
    

    

    
      He began to ponder.
    

    

    
      Was it because you could only gain experience from a person once?
    

    

    
      Or was it because they had no fighting will whatsoever, so it didn’t count as a battle?
    

    

    
      Which reason it was, he needed more data to confirm.
    

    

    
      "Looks like I need to figure out a way to get out of this prison."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming listened to the groaning and whining of the two prisoners and felt irritated. "Shut up."
    

    

    
      The two prisoners immediately shrank back in terror, not daring to make another sound.
    

    

    
      He moved away from the toilet and found a relatively clean spot to sit down and study this freshly obtained golden finger.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, dawn arrived.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spent the first night after transmigrating in this kind of environment.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, there were footsteps outside.
    

    

    
      Two jailers called out, "Chen Ming, come out."
    

    

    
      One of them took out a key and unlocked the chains.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit nervous, unsure of what he was about to face. 
    

    

    
      The interrogation methods of this era were always straightforward and brutal—if you didn’t confess, you’d be tortured.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t afraid of getting beaten, just afraid these people might maim him.
    

    

    
      He put on a submissive smile and said, "Dear sirs, may I ask what this humble one is being summoned for?"
    

    

    
      One of the jailers, dark-skinned, glanced at him and said with a grin, "If you had behaved this well yesterday, you wouldn’t have had to take that beating."
    

    

    
      So, it was you lot who beat the original host to death.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming lowered his head even more and said humbly, "It was this one's fault yesterday for being ignorant and troubling the two officers."
    

    

    
      The jailer recalled how this kid had been beaten to a bloody mess yesterday and still refused to confess, stubbornly holding his ground. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t seen many with such a spine.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, after just one night, the kid seemed to have turned into a completely different person.
    

    

    
      Looks like no matter how tough the bones, they still can’t beat torture tools.
    

    

    
      He teased, "Looks like that beating yesterday really knocked some sense into you."
    

    

    
      "I truly was scared straight by the beating."
    

    

    
      The jailer was about to say something else when his companion suddenly gave a light cough and said, "Chen Ming, the Jin family has withdrawn their charges. You can go home now."
    

    

    
      "Huh? Really?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was overjoyed.
    

    

    
      "Of course. Collect your belongings and you can leave."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After sending him off, the two jailers spoke.
    

    

    
      The dark-faced jailer looked puzzled. "Brother Sheng, why were you so polite to that kid? You even gave his clothes back? That outfit was new and worth quite a bit."
    

    

    
      Brother Sheng said meaningfully, "You saw it yesterday too. That Chen Ming—how hard his bones were. Overnight, he completely changed, became so restrained. Do you really think he was afraid?"
    

    

    
      "What else could it be?"
    

    

    
      Brother Sheng said in a low tone, "I've seen someone like this before. Wronged, just as stubborn—refused to confess no matter what. After being locked up for a few years, he completely changed. When he got out, he vanished. A few years later, he returned with a gang of bandits and wiped out everyone who had wronged him back then."
    

    

    
      The dark-faced jailer swallowed hard. "Brother Sheng, don't scare me."
    

    

    
      Brother Sheng clasped his hands behind his back and walked deeper inside, saying as he went, "That man was Qingbei Wolf."
    

    

    
      Qingbei Wolf?
    

    

    
      The dark-faced jailer was shocked, his heart beginning to race.
    

    

    
      That was the largest bandit group in the entire commandery, rampaging for ten years, robbing merchants and travelers alike, infamous across the region—even children stopped crying when his name was mentioned.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming stepped out of the prison gates, he felt a rush of joy, like a tiger returning to the mountains after escaping a cage. 
    

    

    
      The gloom in his heart was completely swept away.
    

    

    
      "Ah Ming."
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he heard someone call his name. He turned around and said in surprise, "Big Brother?"
    

    

    
      Standing not far away was the original host's older brother, Chen Rui.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly understood—it was this elder brother who had gotten him out.
    

    

    
      No wonder the Jin family had suddenly withdrawn their charges, and the magistrate's office had suddenly released him.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui looked somewhat tired, but when he saw him, the deep frown on his face immediately eased.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked over and said solemnly, "Brother, thank you."
    

    

    
      "We're brothers—no need for that. Come, let's go home. Your sister-in-law is still waiting for news at home."
    

    

    
      With that, he got into a slightly worn carriage nearby.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed him into the carriage, his emotions stirring.
    

    

    
      In the original host’s heart, there had been a bit of estrangement between him and his brother. 
    

    

    
      Their relationship wasn’t close.
    

    

    
      After their father died, Chen Rui inherited the family business. 
    

    

    
      Not long after, he cut off Chen Ming’s funds and stopped supporting his martial arts training.
    

    

    
      With no other option, Chen Ming had to accept his brother’s arrangement and become a clerk at Jinyuan Prosperity Trading .
    

    

    
      Naturally, he harbored resentment. From then on, he had rarely returned home.
    

    

    
      But when trouble struck, it was this very blood brother who ran all over the place to get him out of prison.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the original host was no longer here to see it.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      More than an hour later, they finally arrived home.
    

    

    
      As soon as Chen Ming got off the carriage, he saw his sister-in-law, Madam Wei, waiting at the door with a brazier. 
    

    

    
      She had him step over it, then used willow branches to sweep him a few times, brushing away bad luck.
    

    

    
      Quite a few neighbors were watching the scene with curiosity.
    

    

    
      "Chen Er is out?"
    

    

    
      "Good to see him back."
    

    

    
      "Such a good kid, beaten up like that—so pitiful."
    

    

    
      "I’ve said it before, we watched Chen Ming grow up. No way would he ever do anything criminal..."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui cupped his hands in a circle, bowing to the neighbors all around, then led the family back into the house.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had sharp ears and caught some less friendly voices among the crowd.
    

    

    
      "This time, to get that good-for-nothing brother out, Chen Da probably emptied out the Chen family’s savings."
    

    

    
      "Isn’t that the truth? I heard Madam Wei even sold off her dowry."
    

    

    
      "So pitiful. Chen Rui is such an honest and upright man, dragged down by a brother like that."
    

    

    
      "If it were me, I wouldn’t have bothered getting him out..."
    

    

    
      "Look how smart the Zhang family was. As soon as Chen Er got in trouble, they immediately came over to break off the engagement. Didn’t get dragged down at all."
    

    

    
      "…"
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      Chapter 3: Master Huo
    

    

    
      “Uncle.”
    

    

    
      After entering the house, Chen Ming saw his nephew, Chen Li­de, just five years old, standing so solemnly he looked like a little adult as he greeted him.
    

    

    
      “Ah, it’s Xiao De.”
    

    

    
      A smile spread across his face. 
    

    

    
      He’d wanted to pick him up, then recalled he’d just left prison and hadn’t showered yet—so instead he patted the boy’s head. “Haven’t seen you for months, and you’ve grown taller already.”
    

    

    
      Beside them, the wet nurse held his infant niece, Chen Li­rong, just ten months old. 
    

    

    
      She seemed unafraid of strangers and stared at him through her large dark eyes.
    

    

    
      His sister-in-law, Mrs. Wei, said, “A­h Ming, go wash and change first. The water’s already ready. Don’t bother with your old clothes—let Nurse Fu burn them.”
    

    

    
      “All right.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned to his small courtyard: inside was a large wooden tub for bathing.
    

    

    
      To be fair, the Chen household was in decent shape—two courtyards and a wooden bath tub were far above what most families had at this time.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Having finished washing and dressed in fresh clothes, he felt much better.
    

    

    
      Soon, a maid brought him lunch.
    

    

    
      After eating, he went into the courtyard to practice martial arts.
    

    

    
      He worked on the “Three‑Talent Fist”—referring to the three talents of Heaven, Earth, and Man. 
    

    

    
      It was actually an entry-level form, the one the original owner had practiced most.
    

    

    
      He trained all afternoon. As evening approached and the sky darkened, someone called him to come eat, and he stopped.
    

    

    
      He checked his stats on his panel—it hadn’t improved at all.
    

    

    
      He shook his head. “At this pace, I’ll become a master at the turn of the millennium?”
    

    

    
      The original owner’s talent was absolutely dreadful.
    

    

    
      “It’s got to be the system to the rescue,” he muttered to himself, already deep in thought.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Dinner was quite lavish. 
    

    

    
      The centerpiece was a plate of braised pork knuckle set before him.
    

    

    
      Mrs. Wei hadn’t taken a single piece.
    

    

    
      Nephew Chen Li­de eyed the meat hungrily—but dared not reach for it.
    

    

    
      “You’ve suffered these past two days in that place.”
    

    

    
      Big brother Chen Rui picked out the fattiest piece and placed it in his bowl. “Eat up.”
    

    

    
      “Thanks, brother.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t hesitate and began eating, his mouth practically dripping with grease.
    

    

    
      He was indeed starving—prison food had been barely fit for pigs. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t eaten much at all.
    

    

    
      After a few bites, he offered a piece to his sister-in-law, then one to his nephew. “You all should eat too.”
    

    

    
      Mrs. Wei froze—it was the first time her younger brother-in-law had offered her food.
    

    

    
      Previously, Chen Ming had never shown her any kindness—she understood that he probably thought she’d urged her husband to cut off his martial‑arts funding.
    

    

    
      Though she’d privately complained that his martial arts expenses were too high and never-ending, this matter really had nothing to do with her.
    

    

    
      Little Master Chen Li­de looked at the piece of meat, glanced at his father, torn between wanting to take it but afraid to take—and drooling at the same time.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui spoke again. “Eat it.”
    

    

    
      Mrs. Wei finally picked up the meat and ate it—memory of past grievances stung her nose, and tears nearly fell.
    

    

    
      Chen Li­de chewed, his face brimming with satisfaction.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After dinner, the two brothers spoke in the study.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming explained, “Brother, I was framed.”
    

    

    
      He recounted the full story start to finish.
    

    

    
      After listening, Chen Rui said, “Ultimately, your reckless actions brought this disaster upon you…”
    

    

    
      The words had barely left his mouth when regret flickered across his face—he knew his brother didn’t like this kind of reprimand.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wore a respectful expression. “Brother, your words are a lesson to me.”
    

    

    
      This reaction completely caught Chen Rui off guard, and he felt comforted.
    

    

    
      After suffering such a setback, Ah Ming was finally willing to listen to advice—perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming got to the point. “Brother, how much did you spend to get me out this time?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry about that. As long as we brothers work together, we’ll earn it back.” Chen Rui didn’t tell him the amount. Instead, he asked, “So what do you plan to do now? Why not come help out at the pharmacy?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head. “No, you can’t put all your eggs in one basket. I’ll go find something else. I plan to reach out to my old martial arts connections.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui understood the reasoning, but after what had happened, who would still dare to employ him?
    

    

    
      Back when he trained under Master Huo, it had been agreed upfront—they paid to learn martial arts, but there was no official master-disciple relationship. 
    

    

    
      They could stop at any time and weren’t allowed to use Master Huo’s name.
    

    

    
      Master Huo was very protective of his reputation. 
    

    

    
      Would he really take Chen Ming back?
    

    

    
      “Alright,” said Chen Rui, not wanting to dampen his brother’s spirits. 
    

    

    
      He had to let him try.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming rested at home for two days. 
    

    

    
      On the third day, he brought gifts and went to visit his former master, Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      But he was refused at the door.
    

    

    
      Undeterred, he returned the next day—and again wasn’t even let through the gate.
    

    

    
      This continued for several days. 
    

    

    
      Each day, he went to the Huo residence.
    

    

    
      Finally, on the fifth day, he was allowed through the gates and met with Huo Chengkun in the main hall.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun was already in his sixties, with graying hair. His body was still sturdy. 
    

    

    
      He held a long-stemmed pipe, puffing away with a bitter expression, like an old farmer—nothing at all like a martial artist.
    

    

    
      “I’m not your master anymore. Why are you still coming here?”
    

    

    
      He immediately tried to distance himself.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming respectfully bowed. “Once a teacher, always a father. Even if you disown me, I still respect you in my heart.”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun raised an eyebrow and gave him a murky-eyed once-over. His tone softened. “Well, those years at Jinyuan Prosperity Trading weren’t totally wasted. Fine, leave the gifts and go.”
    

    

    
      He made to rise.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly said, “I heard you took on a dozen new disciples last year. Why don’t I be a sparring partner for them?”
    

    

    
      “Not necessary.”
    

    

    
      “I won’t take any money.” Chen Ming knew where his old master’s weak spot was.
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Sure enough, Huo Chengkun was interested. “Then what do you want?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “Just that senior brother might give me a pointer now and then.”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun shook his head. “Your talent was average to begin with. You’ve also wasted years. You’ll never amount to anything. Why bother?”
    

    

    
      “My ‘Iron Horse Post’ has reached the second level.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun stepped forward, grabbed his wrist, and a faint light sparked in his eyes. “So you really did break through. Seems you didn’t slack off these past years.”
    

    

    
      “Please, Master, allow me this.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming bowed once again.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun hesitated, until a cough rang out from behind the screen. Only then did he speak. “Fine. We were once master and disciple after all.”
    

    

    
      That was a yes.
    

    

    
      Joy flooded Chen Ming’s heart, and he quickly bowed again. “Thank you, Master!”
    

    

    
      But Huo Chengkun’s face turned stern. “Don’t get ahead of yourself—I’m not finished. If your messy affairs drag my disciples into trouble, don’t blame me for being ruthless.”
    

    

    
      “I promise, Master. The trouble I caused won’t affect you or my junior brothers.”
    

    

    
      “And stop calling me ‘Master.’”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Elder Huo.”
    

    

    
      Seeing him so obedient, Huo Chengkun’s expression eased slightly. “Alright, go back for now. Come again tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally took his leave.
    

    

    
      Once he was gone, a girl of seventeen or eighteen stepped out from behind the screen. 
    

    

    
      She was sweet-looking and clung to Huo Chengkun’s arm with a smile. “Grandpa, I knew you’d help.”
    

    

    
      She was Huo Chengkun’s granddaughter, Huo Qianqian.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun snorted. “If not for the sake of his dead grandfather, I wouldn’t bother with his life or death. Qianqian, remember—being too soft-hearted only brings trouble.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian pouted playfully. “I was just doing someone a favor. This way, Xinyi can finally make peace with her guilt and marry someone else.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi was her close friend. She had once been betrothed to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming’s incident, the Zhang family quickly annulled the engagement with the Chens.
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi had felt guilty. 
    

    

    
      When she heard Chen Ming had been rejected by the Huo family several times, she asked Huo Qianqian to intervene.
    

    

    
      Which led to what happened today.
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      Early the next morning.
    

    

    
      Just as the sky began to lighten, Chen Ming got up. 
    

    

    
      As he was heading out, he heard the childish sound of reading coming from the courtyard of his eldest brother’s house—it was his young nephew doing morning reading.
    

    

    
      It sounded like one of those elementary enlightenment texts, something like The Thousand Character Classic.
    

    

    
      Over the past few days, he had heard that his elder brother and sister-in-law were planning to have their son study literature.
    

    

    
      Poor families raise scholars, rich families raise warriors.
    

    

    
      His elder brother and sister-in-law were probably scared off by the costs of his martial training. 
    

    

    
      First was the tuition—three hundred taels a year. Then during the festivals and holidays, one had to give gifts and show respect to the master, which cost dozens more taels.
    

    

    
      Martial training consumed a lot. 
    

    

    
      He had to eat meat every day, and the amount of money he alone spent on food exceeded that of the entire family.
    

    

    
      There was also the monthly medicinal bath and the necessary Qi-tonifying pills.
    

    

    
      Adding all that up, it cost at least five hundred taels a year.
    

    

    
      In the past, his father had gritted his teeth and endured, pouring a lifetime of savings into it, hoping the youngest son would succeed in martial arts and bring glory to the family.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought that this son would be so disappointing? 
    

    

    
      After four years of training, he had made no real progress. 
    

    

    
      The money was spent like running water.
    

    

    
      After their parents died, the family pharmacy's business inevitably suffered. 
    

    

    
      Now, they probably only made a little over a hundred taels a year—hardly enough to support the nephew’s martial arts studies.
    

    

    
      In fact, their parents had left behind a sum of money. 
    

    

    
      This time, just to bail him out, that money was probably all spent too.
    

    

    
      The Chen family’s savings over several generations had been completely squandered by the original Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Behind his back, who knew how many people were pointing fingers at him.
    

    

    
      Even so, Chen Rui still acknowledged him as a brother and didn’t blame him. 
    

    

    
      This kind of fraternal affection was especially precious.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming remembered all of this.
    

    

    
      And those from Jin Yuansheng who schemed against him, framed him, and cheated his elder brother out of money—he remembered them too.
    

    

    
      That debt, he would settle slowly in time.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming arrived at the Huo residence, the sky was already fully bright.
    

    

    
      The gatekeeper had been instructed in advance and let him in directly.
    

    

    
      He had trained in martial arts here for four years, and he knew the place like the back of his hand. He headed straight for the training ground.
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone called his name from behind.
    

    

    
      He turned and saw a young man in a blue brocade robe. He quickly bowed and said, “Greetings, Seventh Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      This man was Wen Zehao, Huo Chengkun’s youngest official disciple, who had joined the martial academy the same year as him.
    

    

    
      But fate had treated them very differently.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao had demonstrated extraordinary talent and progressed rapidly. In less than half a year, he had broken through to the second level of the Iron Horse Stance.
    

    

    
      In just four years, he had reached the fifth level, becoming a martial artist with ranked skills and was accepted as the seventh disciple by Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at this confident and high-spirited peer, and a wave of indescribable emotion surged in his heart.
    

    

    
      There was no doubt—the original Chen Ming had been jealous of Wen Zehao. 
    

    

    
      He had fantasized about suddenly achieving enlightenment, making great strides in cultivation, stunning everyone, and becoming the center of attention.
    

    

    
      But reality was harsh. 
    

    

    
      After seven years of training, he hadn’t even broken through to the second level of the Iron Horse Stance—far behind what Wen Zehao achieved in half a year.
    

    

    
      So, in front of the dazzling Wen Zehao, the original Chen Ming could only feel deeply inferior.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao was happy to see an old acquaintance. “You’re here to visit Master too?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly suppressed the strange emotions in his heart. 
    

    

    
      The jealousy belonged to the original; it had nothing to do with him.
    

    

    
      He said, “I came to take a job—I'll be a sparring partner for the new students.”
    

    

    
      “Sparring partner? Didn’t you already have a job?”
    

    

    
      “Not anymore.”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao wanted to ask more, but suddenly caught sight of a graceful figure. He quickly said, “Let’s have drinks next time. I’m going to see the Master now.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also saw that figure. 
    

    

    
      He recognized her as Huo Chengkun’s granddaughter.
    

    

    
      In his memory, she had still been a little girl of eleven or twelve. 
    

    

    
      Now, she had grown into a graceful young lady.
    

    

    
      Before long, Chen Ming arrived at the training ground.
    

    

    
      He saw that the field was divided into several groups, each led by a man in black training attire who was guiding their practice.
    

    

    
      It resembled more of a martial arts academy, with students grouped by progress levels, and different instructors teaching accordingly.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun acted like the principal and didn’t usually instruct the students himself.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming headed toward the beginner class, which had the most people and the youngest average age.
    

    

    
      “Fifth Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      The one responsible for teaching the newcomers was the fifth disciple, Hong Mingquan—a short man with thick limbs, around twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old.
    

    

    
      Though his appearance seemed a bit comical, he was a genuine ranked martial artist. 
    

    

    
      Ten of Chen Ming wouldn't be enough to beat him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming greeted him with great respect, knowing that this Fifth Senior Brother had a strong sense of pride. 
    

    

    
      Any slight disrespect from students would result in punishment.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, Hong Mingquan was quite pleased to see him being so respectful, and his attitude softened. “Chen Ming, you’re here. Master already told me. From now on, you’ll assist me in training these little brats.”
    

    

    
      “Please guide me well, Fifth Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan patted his shoulder. “We’re all family here. As long as you do your job properly, I’ll treat you well. Come, let’s go meet those little rascals.”
    

    

    
      He brought Chen Ming over to the group of sweaty teens who were practicing stances and introduced him, “His name is Chen Ming. He’ll be your sparring partner from now on. If you want to practice with him, come to him after stance training.”
    

    

    
      The group of half-grown boys stared at Chen Ming with wide eyes—some curious, some puzzled. 
    

    

    
      It wasn’t clear whether they understood or not.
    

    

    
      “Alright, keep holding your stances.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan brought Chen Ming over to a nearby pavilion and said, “They still have half an hour left. Let’s drink some tea and wait.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Fifth Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      This Fifth Senior Brother had one good trait—as long as he was treated with enough respect, he was easy to deal with. 
    

    

    
      Among Huo Chengkun’s disciples, he was one of the most approachable.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Over the next half hour, Chen Ming exercised his conversational skills, continuously creating topics to prompt Hong Mingquan to talk about his glory days.
    

    

    
      He threw in compliments at just the right moments, always hitting the man’s sweet spot. 
    

    

    
      Eventually, Hong Mingquan got more and more excited, saliva flying as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “Your experiences are truly legendary, Senior Brother. From the mountains to becoming a dock laborer, to achieving today’s success—it’s just incredible.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Hong Mingquan felt light as air, his grin stretching to his ears. 
    

    

    
      At first, he’d tried to hold back a bit, but by the end, he couldn’t stop smiling.
    

    

    
      The more he looked at Chen Ming, the more pleasing he found him. 
    

    

    
      He almost wanted to drag him to a tavern for a hearty drink—that would be delightful.
    

    

    
      Just then, Chen Ming gently reminded, “Senior Brother, I think the half hour is up. Shouldn’t they be done with stance training?”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan snapped out of it and looked at the nearby sundial—it was indeed time. He shouted at the boys, “You can stop now!”
    

    

    
      Immediately, those boys, who had long been at their limit, all collapsed to the ground, unable to stand.
    

    

    
      “They’ll need a bit to recover. Junior Brother, let’s keep drinking. Back in the day, I—”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      They chatted for another half hour. 
    

    

    
      By then, the students had almost recovered.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took the opportunity to steer the conversation toward the trainees.
    

    

    
      Though Hong Mingquan seemed reluctant to stop, he knew it was time for business. He stood and said, “Come on, Junior Brother, go test these kids' skills.”
    

    

    
      “Sure, Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      The two of them walked over to the boys resting in the shade. 
    

    

    
      Without needing a prompt, the students all stood up straight.
    

    

    
      He called out, “Now it’s sparring time. Who’s first?”
    

    

    
      None of the dozen or so boys responded.
    

    

    
      No one wanted to be the first to step forward.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Hong Mingquan called out directly, “Li He, you go.”
    

    

    
      The named boy walked out nervously, his body stiff and his steps awkward, drawing a round of laughter.
    

    

    
      The laughter only made Li He more nervous, his face flushing red, not knowing what to do with his hands.
    

    

    
      “Silence!” Hong Mingquan barked.
    

    

    
      At his command, the boys dared not make a sound and instantly quieted down.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at the boy and said gently, “Li He, don’t be nervous. Just perform your moves the way you usually practice. Don’t worry about hurting me.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Li He finally relaxed a bit, set his stance, and launched into the first move of the Three Talents Fist—White Rainbow Piercing the Sun—striking straight toward Chen Ming’s chest.
    

    

    
      It was clear he had no experience at all; the move was badly distorted. 
    

    

    
      Just watching it made Hong Mingquan fume. 
    

    

    
      He decided to make the boy repeat the Three Talents Fist ten extra times today.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only defended without counterattacking, giving the boy full room to perform.
    

    

    
      Halfway through, Li He’s fear faded. 
    

    

    
      Finding that the adult wasn’t so intimidating, he grew confident, and his movements became smoother.
    

    

    
      When he reached the thirty-sixth and final form of the Three Talents Fist, Chen Ming suddenly tapped him on the chest, sending him staggering backward.
    

    

    
      Li He seemed unconvinced and wanted to continue, but Hong Mingquan stopped him, “That’s enough. You lost.”
    

    

    
      [You have defeated an LV1 enemy. Gained 2 experience points.]
    

    

    
      There it was!
    

    

    
      Seeing the prompt before him, Chen Ming felt a surge of excitement.
    

    

    
      There were fifteen boys present. 
    

    

    
      Sparring with each of them would net him thirty experience points.
    

    

    
      All that flattery had been worth it.
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      With the first example set, the others couldn’t help but feel eager to try. 
    

    

    
      They were all young and spirited, and having practiced martial arts for a few months, naturally wanted to test their skills.
    

    

    
      Very soon, someone stepped forward voluntarily.
    

    

    
      Then came the third, the fourth...
    

    

    
      By the end, they were practically scrambling to be first.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming treated everyone equally, allowing each person to fully perform the thirty-six moves of the Three Talents Fist before defeating them.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV1 enemy. Gained 2 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV1 enemy. Gained 2 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV2 enemy. Gained 5 experience points.】
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Every time he defeated a student, a prompt would pop up before his eyes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a sense of joyful harvest.
    

    

    
      These youths had varying levels of skill. 
    

    

    
      The weaker ones weren't even familiar with the moves.
    

    

    
      Some were quite strong—having already gotten the hang of Iron Horse Stance, and their techniques looked rather decent. 
    

    

    
      He had to take them seriously, lest he suffer an upset.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan watched from the side and quickly felt at ease. 
    

    

    
      This Chen Ming was clearly measured in his strikes, not injuring any of the students.
    

    

    
      Moreover, his Three Talents Fist was practiced to a very refined level, more than enough to handle these newcomers.
    

    

    
      Through the sparring, Hong Mingquan could instantly spot where each of these kids fell short in their forms and execution.
    

    

    
      After each bout, he would pull the student aside to point out the weaknesses—what moves needed more drilling. Hmph, fifty extra reps every day.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan’s teaching style was nothing if not direct and blunt. Didn’t practice well? More practice.
    

    

    
      Still not good enough? Practice even more!
    

    

    
      If that still didn’t work, then it must be your lack of talent!
    

    

    
      What adaptive teaching? 
    

    

    
      That didn’t exist.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      By the time Chen Ming defeated the last student, it was already noon.
    

    

    
      Even though his Iron Horse Stance had broken through to the second level, he was still panting from exhaustion.
    

    

    
      He had fought fifteen rounds in total—an intense test of endurance.
    

    

    
      But when he saw the prompts from defeating enemies, he felt all the fatigue was worth it.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV3 enemy. Gained 10 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised at the content of the prompt.
    

    

    
      LV3?
    

    

    
      Same level as me?
    

    

    
      He turned his head to look at the boy who had just walked off. 
    

    

    
      The boy had fine features, fair skin, and pride subtly glinting in his eyes.
    

    

    
      During their spar, he had already sensed it—this youth’s Three Talents Fist was the most well-practiced among the newcomers. 
    

    

    
      He could even exchange blows with him evenly.
    

    

    
      “He was hiding his true strength just now.”
    

    

    
      “Why would he do that?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite curious, and he memorized the boy’s name—Li Jinchuan.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Hmph, he only practiced the fist technique a few years longer than me. Give me another two or three months, and I’ll surely defeat him with the Three Talents Fist.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan walked away, fists clenched tightly, a strong sense of unwillingness in his heart.
    

    

    
      If not for being restricted to the barely-trained Three Talents Fist, he would never have lost to that guy.
    

    

    
      “Li Jinchuan, your Three Talents Fist is amazing. How did you train it?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, two people came up to start a conversation.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan ignored them, face cold, and walked straight past.
    

    

    
      The two were left hanging, feeling embarrassed, and fumed, “What’s so great about him? He just learns moves fast, that’s all!”
    

    

    
      "Exactly. If he really had skills, he would've gone to Third Senior Brother long ago."
    

    

    
      Not far ahead, Li Jinchuan heard their words and sneered inwardly. 
    

    

    
      These mediocre fools—just saying a single word to them was a waste of his time.
    

    

    
      He hurried home to eat, then practice more.
    

    

    
      To think he had actually lost to someone today—he had to train the Three Talents Fist ten more times as punishment.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      "You mean Li Jinchuan? His talent is no less than Seventh Junior Brother’s. It’s just that Master said he’s too arrogant and needs to have his temper tempered. That’s why he left him with me."
    

    

    
      In Hong Mingquan’s courtyard, he and Chen Ming were eating and chatting.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had asked about Li Jinchuan and received a surprising answer.
    

    

    
      So that was it. No wonder his skills were stronger than the others', his techniques orderly and well-structured. But then, wouldn’t doing this make Li Jinchuan feel disheartened? Might he leave out of anger?
    

    

    
      If that happened, and it turned into a classic case of “never underestimate a youth in poverty,” things could get messy.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan didn’t care. "Then let him go. If he can’t even endure this, he’s definitely not a reliable person. Master would never take him in. Master always says that if someone is too sharp and ostentatious, no matter how talented, they’re not to be accepted. That kind of person is bound to bring disaster one day."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was sincerely convinced. "Master Huo really is farsighted and ahead of his time."
    

    

    
      Indeed, someone with that kind of arrogance could never willingly stay at the Huo Residence, helping Huo Chengkun train students. 
    

    

    
      He was bound to seek adventure outside, and who knew what trouble he might stir up?
    

    

    
      For Huo Chengkun, taking such a disciple might not bring any benefits. But if the disciple caused trouble out in the world, the master would definitely be implicated.
    

    

    
      Too risky.
    

    

    
      That old man’s number one condition for accepting disciples was probably honesty and reliability.
    

    

    
      Just like Hong Mingquan—without any powerful background or connections, he had no choice but to rely on that big tree.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, Chen Ming returned home.
    

    

    
      Back in the small courtyard where he lived, he opened his panel.
    

    

    
      【Name: Chen Ming】
    

    

    
      【Level: 3】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 50】
    

    

    
      【Technique: Iron Horse Stance (Second Level 0/200+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 21/200+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 12/100+)】
    

    

    
      Fifty points!
    

    

    
      He was a little excited—more than the thirty points he had originally expected.
    

    

    
      Among those newcomers, four were Level 2, each contributing five experience points.
    

    

    
      One was Level 3, contributing ten experience points.
    

    

    
      Altogether, it added up to exactly fifty points.
    

    

    
      He put all of them into Iron Horse Stance, and instantly reached a quarter of the progress bar.
    

    

    
      However, he had new thoughts now.
    

    

    
      Improving realm was important, but his current method of earning experience was defeating opponents, so proficiency in martial arts was also crucial.
    

    

    
      Before reaching the graded ranks, everything belonged to the "unranked" level. 
    

    

    
      At this stage, fights depended more on combat experience and martial skill level.
    

    

    
      Just like those newbies today—some had practiced for months, yet half of them couldn’t even beat a thug on the street. 
    

    

    
      One reason—no experience.
    

    

    
      And in this world, unranked martial artists were the most common group.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming figured he could build a reputation through outstanding martial skills. 
    

    

    
      Once famous, countless people would come to him for sparring.
    

    

    
      So, he devised a point allocation plan.
    

    

    
      Iron Horse Stance: add 5 points.
    

    

    
      Three Talents Fist: add 20 points.
    

    

    
      The remaining 25 points—save them for now.
    

    

    
      Once the points were added, Chen Ming felt a warm current surge through his body, a satisfying sensation of increased strength.
    

    

    
      He also gained new insights into the techniques of Three Talents Fist.
    

    

    
      The panel displayed some changes.
    

    

    
      【Name: Chen Ming】
    

    

    
      【Level: 3】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 25】
    

    

    
      【Technique: Iron Horse Stance (Second Level 5/200+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 41/200+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 12/100+)】
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      The next morning, it was another beautiful day.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming woke up feeling refreshed. 
    

    

    
      As he passed by his eldest brother’s courtyard, he heard someone grunting and puffing while practicing martial arts outside the wall. 
    

    

    
      He was a bit curious—who else in the family was practicing?
    

    

    
      He walked over to the corner of the wall and peeked out, only to see his little nephew, Chen Lide, swinging his small arms and practicing punches in a very earnest manner.
    

    

    
      When the little guy saw him, he immediately looked panicked, as if he had been caught doing something wrong. 
    

    

    
      Without waiting for him to speak, he turned around and bolted.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found it amusing. So, this little nephew was secretly practicing martial arts. It seemed he, too, harbored aspirations for the martial path.
    

    

    
      What the little nephew was practicing was a style of long fist. 
    

    

    
      When they were young, their father had taught this to both brothers—it was a basic martial arts form for beginners.
    

    

    
      During breakfast, Chen Ming asked and found out that his eldest brother had gone out before dawn. His sister-in-law probably wasn’t awake yet. So the little nephew had taken this opportunity to practice in secret.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he heard particularly loud reading coming from the back courtyard—it was his little nephew again. He couldn’t help but laugh. He could already picture the guilty look on the boy’s face.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming arrived at the Huo residence, it was about nine in the morning, or the beginning of the si hour. He was an hour later than the previous day.
    

    

    
      The timing was just right—the group of young men had just finished their morning stance training. 
    

    

    
      After resting for half an hour, they would begin sparring.
    

    

    
      “Seventh Senior Brother is here too.”
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming reached the training grounds, he saw Wen Zehao sitting with Hong Mingquan, chatting and drinking tea. He greeted them.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, Wen Zehao’s expression turned cold instantly. He didn’t even look at Chen Ming and completely ignored him.
    

    

    
      With a cold laugh, he said, “Fifth Senior Brother, don’t you think it’s ridiculous? Just anyone can call us senior brothers now.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan looked a bit awkward and didn’t know what to say.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had clearly made a fool of himself, so he naturally didn’t stay there and withdrew from the pavilion.
    

    

    
      “How strange. Did I offend him?”
    

    

    
      Just yesterday, Wen Zehao had greeted him warmly and even invited him to drink together. 
    

    

    
      Why had he suddenly turned hostile today?
    

    

    
      What had happened?
    

    

    
      After a while, Wen Zehao left.
    

    

    
      Once his figure was out of sight, Chen Ming walked over and greeted Hong Mingquan. “Fifth Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan asked, “How did you offend Seventh Junior Brother?”
    

    

    
      “I’m a bit puzzled myself. Everything was fine yesterday. Perhaps I was disrespectful in my demeanor and made him unhappy.”
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, Hong Mingquan asked, “Are you close with Little Junior Sister?”
    

    

    
      “Little Junior Sister?” Chen Ming asked in surprise. “Has Master Huo recently taken in a female disciple?”
    

    

    
      “She’s Qianqian.”
    

    

    
      So it was Huo Chengkun’s granddaughter.
    

    

    
      Still, calling the master’s granddaughter ‘Little Junior Sister’—didn’t that mess up the hierarchy?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grumbled inwardly but said aloud, “Not at all. I’ve never even spoken to her.”
    

    

    
      “How odd,” Hong Mingquan said, seeing that he didn’t seem to be lying. “I heard it was Little Junior Sister who pleaded with Master to let you stay.”
    

    

    
      “Really?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite surprised.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan added, “You probably don’t know this, but Seventh Junior Brother has always had feelings for Little Junior Sister. He’s just been waiting for her to come of age before proposing to Master.”
    

    

    
      So that was it.
    

    

    
      Though Hong Mingquan didn’t spell it out, Chen Ming understood—Wen Zehao was jealous.
    

    

    
      A proud man like Wen Zehao probably already considered Little Junior Sister as his woman. 
    

    

    
      How could he tolerate someone else—especially someone he looked down on—getting close to her?
    

    

    
      It was just like a high school heartthrob discovering that the goddess he admired was getting cozy with some punk from outside the school—he’d be devastated, maybe even murderous.
    

    

    
      From this, it was clear that Wen Zehao’s warmth toward him was only superficial. 
    

    

    
      Deep down, he looked down on him. Otherwise, his reaction wouldn’t have been so extreme.
    

    

    
      The key point was—he truly didn’t know Huo Qianqian. Who knew why she had pleaded on his behalf?
    

    

    
      He would have to find a chance to ask her next time.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan changed the subject and started talking about something else.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood—he didn’t want to get involved in this matter.
    

    

    
      Frankly speaking, they had only just met, and their relationship hadn’t reached that level. 
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao, on the other hand, was his fellow disciple.
    

    

    
      He felt a bit emotional. 
    

    

    
      Even a small place like the Huo Residence was like a miniature martial world.
    

    

    
      If things really didn’t work out, he could always quit this sparring partner job.
    

    

    
      After all, there were still several martial schools in the city. 
    

    

    
      It wouldn’t be hard to find another place to work as a sparring partner.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, the students had almost finished their break. 
    

    

    
      When they saw Chen Ming walking over, they all looked eager.
    

    

    
      Youngsters were naturally combative. 
    

    

    
      Sparring with others was far more exciting than stance practice and punching drills.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan asked, “Who wants to go first to spar with Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      “I do!”
    

    

    
      “I’ll go first!”
    

    

    
      “Me! Me!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A group of teenagers scrambled to be first.
    

    

    
      “I will!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a voice overpowered the rest. 
    

    

    
      When everyone turned to look, no one dared to compete anymore.
    

    

    
      It was Li Jinchuan. 
    

    

    
      He stepped forward with fighting spirit in his eyes, cupped his fists toward Chen Ming, and said, “Please give me your guidance.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his demeanor, Chen Ming’s heart stirred. 
    

    

    
      This kid probably came prepared—he might have something up his sleeve.
    

    

    
      After a moment of thought, he made a decision. 
    

    

    
      He opened his panel and allocated all 25 remaining points to the Three Talents Fist.
    

    

    
      Immediately, his mind was filled with new insights about the technique.
    

    

    
      【Name: Chen Ming】
    

    

    
      【Level: 3】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 0】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Method: Iron Horse Stance (Second Tier 5/200+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 66/200+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 12/100+)】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew he absolutely could not lose. If he couldn’t even beat a thirteen or fourteen-year-old kid, he’d never be able to show his face as a sparring partner again.
    

    

    
      He smiled slightly and said, “Come on.”
    

    

    
      Hmph!
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan let out a cold snort and didn’t waste words. 
    

    

    
      He lunged forward, punching at Chen Ming’s chest with a strike fiercer than yesterday’s.
    

    

    
      He really had come prepared.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reacted immediately. 
    

    

    
      With a sidestep, he slammed his shoulder forward—if this hit connected, it would be enough to send the boy flying.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan swiftly changed moves. 
    

    

    
      With a White Crane Spreads Its Wings, he nimbly dodged the shoulder strike and countered with a blow aimed at Chen Ming’s nape.
    

    

    
      These two moves flowed together with remarkable finesse—definitely not something a beginner with only six months of training could come up with.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was now certain someone had been coaching him—and it had to be a real martial artist.
    

    

    
      Lightning-fast thoughts flashed through his mind, but his hands didn’t lag behind. 
    

    

    
      With a move called Tyrant Lifts the Cauldron, he knocked aside the crane-beak strike.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Li Jinchuan’s right foot shot out like a spring, kicking toward Chen Ming’s solar plexus. 
    

    

    
      This unusual move wasn’t part of the Three Talents Fist, but it was fast, sudden, and completely unexpected.
    

    

    
      Luckily, Chen Ming had been cautious. 
    

    

    
      He quickly reacted, ducking just in time to narrowly avoid the kick.
    

    

    
      The exchange of moves was dazzling, and the spectators didn’t even dare to breathe. 
    

    

    
      Many were already cheering, wishing they could take Li Jinchuan’s place and knock that sparring partner down.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, after the first three moves, Li Jinchuan was suppressed and never recovered from his earlier performance.
    

    

    
      After thirty-six moves, Chen Ming defeated him once again.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan looked unwilling but had to admit defeat. 
    

    

    
      He had thought the three moves taught by Uncle Rui would catch this guy off guard—but he still lost.
    

    

    
      He quietly retreated into the crowd, his lips pressed into a tighter line.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming remained where he stood, silent. 
    

    

    
      He stared at the message that had just popped up before his eyes, overcome with joy.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV3 enemy again and gained 5 experience points.】
    

    

    
      So, it turned out that defeating the same person a second time also yielded experience points.
    

    

    
      Although the experience was halved, for him, it was already fantastic news.
    

    

    

    

  Chapter 7: Rules

    
      Chapter 7: Rules
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV1 enemy once again, gaining 1 experience point.】
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV1 enemy once again, gaining 1 experience point.】
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV2 enemy once again, gaining 2 experience points.】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Each time Chen Ming exchanged blows with one of the boys, a notification like this would pop up, and the experience points he earned were all halved.
    

    

    
      He could barely contain his laughter.
    

    

    
      After fifteen sparring rounds, he gained another 23 experience points.
    

    

    
      It was simply an unexpected bonus.
    

    

    
      He had originally thought that defeating the same person a second time would yield no experience at all. Unexpectedly……
    

    

    
      “Looks like there’s probably a time limit.”
    

    

    
      On the way home, Chen Ming pondered the difference. 
    

    

    
      Last time in the cell, the interval had been too short. 
    

    

    
      This time, a day had passed.
    

    

    
      Of course, there might be other possibilities.
    

    

    
      This needed further testing.
    

    

    
      In any case, this was definitely major good news.
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was lost in thought, he suddenly heard an angry voice, “...You don’t even know him, so why are you begging Master on his behalf?”
    

    

    
      Eh, wasn’t that Wen Zehao?
    

    

    
      It sounded like he was arguing with someone.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no interest in meddling. 
    

    

    
      He immediately turned and walked away, not bothering to listen to what they were fighting about.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian stared at Wen Zehao, whose face was twisted with jealousy and fury, her own face flushed red, her eyes shimmering with aggrieved tears.
    

    

    
      The always gentle and refined Seventh Senior Brother was actually scolding her so fiercely over such a trivial matter.
    

    

    
      Even Grandpa had never scolded her before.
    

    

    
      Anger surged in her chest as she snapped, “Who do you think you are? Since when do you get to control me? I’ll plead for whoever I want!”
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao’s chest burned with even greater rage, to the point of near explosion.
    

    

    
      Seeing his ferocious expression, Huo Qianqian was momentarily frightened, then fury welled up in her heart, “What, you want to hit me now?”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao froze on the spot. 
    

    

    
      In the end, he didn’t dare to raise his hand against her.
    

    

    
      Seeing him fall silent, Huo Qianqian turned on her heel and stormed off.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao, left with nowhere to vent his seething anger, punched a tree. 
    

    

    
      With a crack, a tree as thick as a bowl snapped in half and crashed to the ground.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no idea he’d missed such a good show. 
    

    

    
      He was preoccupied with thinking about how to allocate his points.
    

    

    
      After much deliberation, he finally decided to dump the bulk into Three Talents Fist.
    

    

    
      That Li Jinchuan today had given him quite a bit of pressure. If he hadn’t decided on the spot to pour all 25 experience points into Three Talents Fist, he might’ve really lost face.
    

    

    
      Same old routine: 3 points to Iron Horse Stance, 20 points to Three Talents Fist.
    

    

    
      【Name: Chen Ming】
    

    

    
      【Level: 3】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 0】
    

    

    
      【Internal Art: Iron Horse Stance (Second Layer 8/200+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 86/200+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 12/100+)】
    

    

    
      After allocating the points, the sensation of becoming stronger was simply intoxicating.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Over the next few days, Chen Ming ran quite a few experiments and finally confirmed his earlier speculation.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, there was a time limit.
    

    

    
      Defeating the same person twice on the same day meant getting no experience the second time. There had to be more than a day’s gap.
    

    

    
      And the more times he defeated the same person, the fewer experience points he earned.
    

    

    
      The good news was, no matter how many times he defeated them, he would always gain at least 1 experience point.
    

    

    
      So starting from the fourth day, the experience points he earned each day became a fixed 15 points.
    

    

    
      Through these endless days of sparring, his strength was increasing at a rate unimaginable to ordinary people—growing stronger every single day.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In a flash, half a month had passed.
    

    

    
      “Junior Sister, I really know I was wrong.”
    

    

    
      In the backyard, Wen Zehao was cautiously apologizing to Huo Qianqian, trying to coax her with care.
    

    

    
      Over the past half month, Huo Qianqian had refused to see him at all, clearly genuinely angry. 
    

    

    
      Their Master had even summoned him, subtly scolding him for upsetting Qianqian. He was truly starting to panic.
    

    

    
      “You’re my senior brother. How could you possibly be wrong?” Huo Qianqian still spoke with a sarcastic edge.
    

    

    
      “I was being petty. Junior Sister, it’s just that I care about you too much. So when I heard you pleaded for another man with Master, I went mad with jealousy and lashed out at you. I really know I was wrong…”
    

    

    
      Under such an emotional assault of sweet talk, Huo Qianqian’s attitude finally softened. Her cheeks turned slightly red as she playfully scolded, “You’re really something, jealous of anyone and everyone. You think I’d be interested in a guy like that?”
    

    

    
      “I just turn stupid whenever it’s something to do with you.”
    

    

    
      “If you ever dare yell at me like that again, I really won’t talk to you anymore.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After leaving Huo Qianqian, Wen Zehao headed to the martial training grounds to find Third Senior Brother Zhang Mingyu.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu teased, “Judging by that spring breeze on your face, I take it you’ve made up with Junior Sister?”
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother’s insight is sharp as ever.”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao smiled, still feeling a bit proud.
    

    

    
      Today, he had successfully held Junior Sister’s hand. 
    

    

    
      Their relationship had taken another step forward. 
    

    

    
      Of course, such details didn’t need to be shared with Senior Brother.
    

    

    
      Just as they were speaking, a sudden cheer rang out nearby.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao’s expression instantly darkened. 
    

    

    
      Without even turning his head, he knew it was the students under Fifth Senior Brother sparring with Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming!
    

    

    
      Just the thought of that guy made him feel sick.
    

    

    
      For half a month, he’d been focused entirely on trying to win Junior Sister’s forgiveness, neglecting that punk. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that guy to still be bouncing around in front of him.
    

    

    
      If not for that bastard, he and Junior Sister wouldn’t have fought in the first place.
    

    

    
      A cold glint flickered in Wen Zehao’s eyes.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu noticed the change in his expression and asked curiously, “Why the sudden foul mood?”
    

    

    
      “Third Senior Brother, I want to ask you for a favor.”
    

    

    
      “We’re brothers—no need for formalities. What do you need?”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao said, “I don’t like that Chen Ming. Can you think of a way to drive him away? You know, Master personally said to keep him here, so we can’t embarrass Master. Best if he leaves of his own accord.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu immediately laughed, “That’s all? Easy. Leave it to me. I guarantee I’ll make him lose face in public so badly, he won’t dare stay.”
    

    

    
      “In that case, thank you, Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu replied, “A small matter. Just bring me a couple more bottles of good wine next time.”
    

    

    
      With that, he waved a student over. “Qi Jun, come here.”
    

    

    
      A tall, lean, dark-skinned young man walked over. “Third Senior Brother, Seventh Senior Brother. What are your orders?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu said, “Find an excuse to give that guy Chen Ming a beating in front of everyone. You can take your time humiliating him.”
    

    

    
      The youth named Qi Jun’s eyes lit up at first, then he hesitated a bit. “But… wouldn’t that make Fifth Senior Brother lose face?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’ll talk to Fifth Junior Brother. You just go all out. Do you have the confidence?”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun laughed heartily. “If I can’t even handle that punk, I might as well go back to the countryside to shovel dung!”
    

    

    
      That Chen Ming guy—he had observed him on the very first day. His Iron Horse Stance was, at best, at the second layer. Only his Three Talents Fist was halfway decent.
    

    

    
      His own Iron Horse Stance had long since broken through to the third layer. 
    

    

    
      He could flatten that punk with one hand.
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      Chapter 8: Only Knows How to Bully Noobs
    

    

    
      That morning, as usual, Li Jinchuan finished his morning stance training, then saw Chen Ming’s figure appear in the pavilion.
    

    

    
      He immediately clenched his fist, his eyes blazing with combat intent.
    

    

    
      “Today, I must avenge my shame!”
    

    

    
      Ever since he had been defeated by this guy twice in the past half month, he’d been holding in a rush of frustration.
    

    

    
      During these days, he hadn’t crossed fists with Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he had been tirelessly practicing the five deadly moves in “Three Talents Fist” that Uncle Rui taught—waiting for today.
    

    

    
      Uncle Rui had said that once these five killing moves were mastered, given Chen Ming’s previous performance, he certainly wouldn’t be able to block them.
    

    

    
      At last, sparring time began.
    

    

    
      “I’ll go!” Li Jinchuan couldn’t wait to challenge Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      The moment he spoke, nobody else stepped forward. 
    

    

    
      They were all curious—after half a month of avoiding sparring with Chen Ming, why was he stepping up today?
    

    

    
      And judging by Li’s confident expression, he must have prepared something.
    

    

    
      Their interest grew.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at Li Jinchuan with some pity. 
    

    

    
      This kid was pretty arrogant—must’ve learned some killing moves before challenging. But it was destined to be futile.
    

    

    
      He flicked a thought and activated his panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 4】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 40】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation: “Iron Horse Stance” (Level 2, 101/200+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: “Three Talents Fist” (Proficient 10/500+), “Eight Trigrams Saber Technique” (Novice 12/100+)】
    

    

    
      Compared to half a month ago, his strength had made a qualitative leap.
    

    

    
      He’d leveled up by one.
    

    

    
      His proficiency in Three Talents Fist had advanced a rank—from Proficient to Mastery.
    

    

    
      Such an improvement meant his understanding of this fist style had entered a new realm. 
    

    

    
      Exactly how strong he was he didn’t yet know.
    

    

    
      Since transmigrating, he had only ever beaten up novices—never encountering a true opponent.
    

    

    
      The only time he felt pressured was that second fight with Li Jinchuan.
    

    

    
      He was about to speak to accept the challenge when a mocking voice came from the side, “Isn’t this Chen Ming? I remember you came to learn martial arts seven years ago. What’s wrong—can’t make it outside, so you come bullying fresh newbies instead?”
    

    

    
      At the sound, everyone turned, seeing a tall, lanky, dark-skinned youth.
    

    

    
      “Who’s that?”
    

    

    
      “I know him — Qi Jun. He entered the school years ago, already third layer in Iron Horse Stance. He trains under Third Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, it’s him. I heard he’s got gang backing and is ruthless…”
    

    

    
      “Why is he picking on Senior Chen?”
    

    

    
      “Probably they had a past grudge.”
    

    

    
      “Oh no, Fifth Senior Brother has just been called away by Third. Now Senior Chen is in trouble.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At once, the young men whispered among themselves. 
    

    

    
      Many couldn’t help worrying about Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Over these days, those in the know had dug into Chen Ming’s background and recent history. 
    

    

    
      Everyone knew he had poor talent, failed at martial arts, and worked a few years for Jin Yuansheng Trading. 
    

    

    
      He had fallen into trouble, nowhere to go—so he returned here as a sparring partner.
    

    

    
      Over the past half month, nearly everyone felt they’d improved significantly after sparring with Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Previously, when they practiced a move poorly, Fifth Senior Brother would point it out, demonstrate once, then send them back to drill—ten times, or if needed, a hundred.
    

    

    
      Since Chen Ming arrived, it was different: during sparring, they could detect errors in their techniques and saw the real usage of moves from him.
    

    

    
      Anyone with half a brain realized how big a gain it was to have this sparring partner.
    

    

    
      After experiencing this efficient method of martial learning, they didn’t want to go back to the old way.
    

    

    
      Thus, they unconsciously felt concern for Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      But facing Senior Brother Qi Jun, who had entered earlier and had seniority, they didn’t dare intervene.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Hearing the taunt, Chen Ming knew trouble had arrived.
    

    

    
      He turned and recognized the speaker as a mid‑level class student. He couldn’t help smiling, replying pointedly, “Looks like you’re a bit dissatisfied. How about we exchange a few moves?”
    

    

    
      “Haha…” Qi Jun had not expected him to bite so quickly. He laughed. “I guess you spar with newbies every day, your brain must be fried. Really think you’re an expert? Today I’ll let you know—you’re nothing.”
    

    

    
      At this point, without a fight, there’d be no end to it.
    

    

    
      Even mid‑level students turned to watch, pointing and whispering.
    

    

    
      “I bet that brat can't last five moves.”
    

    

    
      “Five? You're giving him too much credit. At most three moves.”
    

    

    
      “Guys, keep your voices down—if Qi Jun hears, he’ll hold back purposely to trick you.”
    

    

    
      “Haha…”
    

    

    
      As they joked, Chen Ming and Qi Jun had already started clashing.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun, worthy of mid‑level class, unleashed Three Talents Fist with fierce moves—far beyond what the newbies could manage.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t try to match strength but chose to evade. 
    

    

    
      At this moment, his deep familiarity with Three Talents Fist finally showed. 
    

    

    
      As Qi Jun moved, he could anticipate the follow-up combos and handle them with ease.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun couldn’t even touch his clothes.
    

    

    
      To outsiders, it looked like Chen Ming was being suppressed by Qi Jun.
    

    

    
      After seven or eight exchanges, Qi Jun grew impatient and cursed, “Are you a turtle hiding in its shell? All you do is dodge—”
    

    

    
      As soon as he opened his mouth, his strikes became unsettled. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately seized the chance—a direct Dragon-Piercing punch aimed straight at his face.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun was taken aback and raised his hand to block.
    

    

    
      But in that moment, his center guard opened wide.
    

    

    
      Like foreseeing the future, Chen Ming changed his strike mid‑motion, and landed a punch on Qi Jun’s chest that sent him stumbling back a few steps.
    

    

    
      With one successful strike, Chen Ming straightened up and cupped his fists, saying, “Thanks for letting me win.”
    

    

    
      This sudden comeback left everyone stunned. 
    

    

    
      No one understood what had happened—how did Chen Ming suddenly win?
    

    

    
      Qi Jun’s chest tightened, and his face flushed red. “That doesn’t count.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he lunged forward again.
    

    

    
      This time, he was truly enraged, and his moves carried a vicious edge, aiming straight at Chen Ming’s vital points.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reacted swiftly and still avoided direct confrontation, dodging left and right.
    

    

    
      After another ten or so moves, Qi Jun’s strikes had clearly lost their earlier intensity.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming made another move—a “Leaning Mountain Push”—and knocked Qi Jun to the ground.
    

    

    
      The crowd erupted in astonishment.
    

    

    
      If the first win could be considered luck, then defeating Qi Jun twice in a row could only mean absolute strength.
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun roared and scrambled up from the ground, lunging at Chen Ming like a madman.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t accept being defeated by someone he believed to be weaker than himself.
    

    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a voice barked with authority. 
    

    

    
      Qi Jun froze in his tracks at the sound, not daring to make another move.
    

    

    
      From the intermediate class’s side, a valiant young man scolded, “Qi Jun, haven’t you lost enough face already?”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun stood there, his face shifting between green and pale. He could no longer stay and fled in shame.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated a level 6 enemy. Gained 20 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Seeing the notification pop up in front of him, Chen Ming’s heart gave a fierce thump.
    

    

    
      Twenty points!
    

    

    
      Indeed, defeating enemies of higher level was the fastest way to level up.
    

    

    
      High risk, high reward.
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      Chapter 9: Drawing In
    

    

    
      "Your punches aren't bad."
    

    

    
      The heroic-looking young man gave a neutral comment before turning around and leaving with his group.
    

    

    
      As soon as these intermediate students left, the new trainees on the scene immediately erupted in cheers and surrounded Chen Ming, as if they had just won a great battle.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming felt a bit regretful. 
    

    

    
      They had actually just left like that. 
    

    

    
      He had thought they would try to save face by sending someone to fight him again.
    

    

    
      What a pity.
    

    

    
      He knew who that heroic young man was—Deng Ziyang, the strongest in the intermediate class. 
    

    

    
      It was said that he was the illegitimate son of the Giant Tiger Gang's boss. 
    

    

    
      He carried himself like a gang leader and was highly respected.
    

    

    
      He had been studying martial arts here for four years and had already cultivated the 《Iron Horse Stance》 to the fifth level. His talent was no less than that of Wen Zehao. Yet he remained in the intermediate class.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming first heard about this, he found it odd. Hong Mingquan had told him that this meant Master had never considered taking Deng Ziyang as a disciple.
    

    

    
      After thinking about it, Chen Ming understood—it was because of Deng Ziyang’s background.
    

    

    
      The Giant Tiger Gang had a terrible reputation. 
    

    

    
      They ran gambling dens and brothels, charged usurious interest, and committed all sorts of heinous deeds.
    

    

    
      A cautious man like Huo Chengkun would certainly avoid forming deep ties with the Giant Tiger Gang. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, he would not take Deng Ziyang as a disciple.
    

    

    
      Once someone entered the advanced class, even if only as a registered disciple, they could learn more advanced stances and martial arts techniques. 
    

    

    
      In the future, when traveling the martial world, they would be recognized as Huo Chengkun’s disciples.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Thanks for the good wine, Senior Brother..."
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, Hong Mingquan and Zhang Mingyu were chatting and laughing as they returned from the backyard, when a burst of cheering reached their ears. 
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan frowned and cursed, "These little brats, can’t even leave them alone for a bit—are they trying to rebel?"
    

    

    
      After investigating, he finally understood what had happened.
    

    

    
      He looked at Chen Ming with some surprise. He knew how strong Qi Jun was—his 《Iron Horse Stance》 had reached the Level 3, and he had practiced the 《Three Talents Fist》 for several years.
    

    

    
      Logically, Qi Jun should have been far stronger than Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming had defeated him without even getting a scratch.
    

    

    
      It truly exceeded his expectations.
    

    

    
      "No wonder Third Senior Brother looked so sour when he left earlier."
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan thought to himself.
    

    

    
      As for Third Senior Brother luring him away to give his subordinate a chance to challenge Chen Ming, he wasn’t the least bit surprised.
    

    

    
      Seventh Junior Brother had always been close with Third Senior Brother—it was only natural that he would ask for help.
    

    

    
      "Silence! Do you all know where you are? Laughing and joking like this—what kind of behavior is that?"
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan’s loud rebuke instantly quieted the excited youths.
    

    

    
      The sparring began.
    

    

    
      He asked, "Who’s going first?"
    

    

    
      Everyone turned in unison to look at Li Jinchuan.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan walked up with a blank expression and said stiffly, "Please give me your guidance."
    

    

    
      The earlier fight between Chen Ming and Qi Jun had made him realize that defeating this person today would not be easy.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, once they exchanged moves, even when he used the killer technique taught by Uncle Rui, he gained no advantage. Chen Ming dealt with it effortlessly.
    

    

    
      After thirty-six moves, Chen Ming struck him in the chest with a palm, and Li Jinchuan had no choice but to admit defeat.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Trash!"
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, Zhang Mingyu’s face was grim. 
    

    

    
      Thinking of the big talk he had spouted in front of Seventh Junior Brother, only to be thoroughly humiliated—of course he was furious.
    

    

    
      Unable to find Qi Jun, he could only sulk alone.
    

    

    
      After mulling it over, he realized that among his disciples, the only one who could definitely beat Chen Ming was Deng Ziyang.
    

    

    
      However…
    

    

    
      If he went to Deng Ziyang, the latter would definitely demand a condition he couldn’t fulfill.
    

    

    
      After a while, Zhang Mingyu calmed down and thought, "Forget it, it’s not even my problem—let Old Seven figure it out himself."
    

    

    
      After all, this was Old Seven’s issue.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finished today’s sparring session and left the Huo Residence in high spirits, carrying 35 experience points and planning to head home.
    

    

    
      As soon as he stepped out the door, he saw a carriage parked by the roadside, waiting.
    

    

    
      The curtain lifted, and Deng Ziyang stepped down with a smile. “Senior Brother Chen, would you honor me by joining me for a meal?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a bit surprised, but smiled in return. “Since Brother Deng has invited me, it would be my honor.”
    

    

    
      “Please.”
    

    

    
      He then stepped onto the carriage.
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage, Deng Ziyang was alone. He said, “I’ve heard all about what happened with Senior Brother Chen. Jinyuan Prosperity Trading really acted disgracefully.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied indifferently, “It’s all in the past—no need to bring it up again.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang praised, “Senior Brother Chen has a magnanimous heart—admirable indeed. But didn’t you feel even a bit resentful about how Jinyuan Prosperity treated you?”
    

    

    
      He gave a self-deprecating chuckle. “That’s just how the world is. A small figure like me shouldn’t have gotten caught up in such matters. The ending I got—I brought it on myself.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang laughed heartily. “So Senior Brother Chen does have some resentment after all.”
    

    

    
      “May I ask, Brother Deng, if you invited me for something in particular?”
    

    

    
      “No rush—I’ll first introduce a few brothers to you.”
    

    

    
      Soon, they arrived at a restaurant called Drunken Immortal Tower.
    

    

    
      It was a well-known establishment in Qingfeng City, an upscale place with steep prices. 
    

    

    
      The original host had never been here before.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang brought him to a private room, where several others were already seated—young men around twenty years old.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun was also there.
    

    

    
      As soon as the two entered, everyone stood to greet them.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun was a bit unwilling, but someone beside him tugged him up to stand.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang introduced, “Let me introduce—this is Senior Brother Chen Ming.”
    

    

    
      Everyone greeted in unison, “Hello, Senior Brother Chen.”
    

    

    
      Only Qi Jun remained silent, looking off to the side with a stiff expression.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly responded, “I dare not accept the title of senior from all of you.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang tried to seat him at the head of the table.
    

    

    
      After some back-and-forth, Chen Ming insisted Deng Ziyang take the main seat while he sat beside him.
    

    

    
      “These are all my brothers—let me introduce them one by one…”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang went through the names one by one. When he got to Qi Jun, he scolded, “A real man, when sparring, win or lose, it is what it is. If you’re not convinced, win next time. Don’t make it seem like we can’t take a loss.”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun lowered his head with some shame.
    

    

    
      “Lift your head, drink a toast with Senior Brother Chen. Don’t act like some weakling.”
    

    

    
      So, Qi Jun raised his glass with Chen Ming and said, “Senior Brother Chen, let’s have another match next time.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Sure.”
    

    

    
      The two clinked glasses and drank, putting an end to their grudge.
    

    

    
      With the misunderstanding resolved, the atmosphere at the table became even more enthusiastic. 
    

    

    
      Young men drinking together soon led to discussions about life and the world.
    

    

    
      By the end of the banquet, Chen Ming and the others were laughing and hugging, calling each other brothers.
    

    

    
      People in the underworld didn’t stand on ceremony.
    

    

    
      Once the drinking wrapped up, Deng Ziyang still had matters to attend to and left early. 
    

    

    
      Before leaving, he grasped Chen Ming’s hand and promised to drink together again next time.
    

    

    
      He even sent a carriage to take him home.
    

    

    
      “Is he trying to rope me in?”
    

    

    
      Sitting in the carriage, the drunken haze in Chen Ming’s eyes cleared slightly as he realized Deng Ziyang’s little scheme.
    

    

    
      If it had been the original host, a young man like that, receiving this kind of treatment, he would’ve probably sworn brotherhood on the spot and jumped into some grand venture.
    

    

    
      “Unfortunately, you picked the wrong person.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only wanted to peacefully work as a sparring partner and farm his experience points. 
    

    

    
      He had zero interest in any grand ambitions.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s whole act was like throwing flirtatious glances at a blind man.
    

    

    
      Throughout the banquet, he had deliberately avoided responding to Deng Ziyang’s cues. If that guy had any brains, he would understand his stance.
    

    

    
      Still, there was no need to fall out with Deng Ziyang. 
    

    

    
      Keeping a friendly relationship was just fine.
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      Chapter 10: Huo Qianqian
    

    

    
      “Sorry, junior brother, I couldn’t help you this time.”
    

    

    
      In a separate courtyard of the Huo estate, Zhang Mingyu was sharing a small drink with Wen Zehao, chatting lightly.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao replied hastily, “That’s not what I meant—Brother, I’m already deeply grateful that you were willing to help. I just didn’t expect that guy to actually have some skill.”
    

    

    
      “After all, he’s been cultivating for many years.” Zhang Mingyu toasted him with a glass and said, “I suppose there’s nothing more I can do. You know, last time I offended the little junior sister; she ignored me for half a year. I definitely can’t risk that again.”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao’s smiling face stiffened; he could only force out a polite laugh. “I’m sorry to have troubled you, Brother.”
    

    

    
      They drank a few more cups, and Wen Zehao found an excuse to leave. 
    

    

    
      As he stepped out of the small courtyard, his face turned dark. 
    

    

    
      He had thought the guy was insignificant, someone he could easily get rid of. But unexpectedly… not only did he fail to drive him away, he also ended up owing a favor.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, I’ll let you run around for a while longer,” he muttered, clenching his fist.
    

    

    
      Tomorrow, an important shipment needed his personal escort; he would leave Qingfeng City early the next morning. 
    

    

    
      Before leaving, he planned to see the junior sister one more time.
    

    

    
      Instead, he was given the cold shoulder.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao was bewildered. 
    

    

    
      They had reconciled that morning—hand in hand—and now she was sulking? Then he realized: she must be shy.
    

    

    
      So he wrote a letter and had a servant deliver it to her before departing the Huo estate.
    

    

    
      This round trip would take a month, just in time for the junior sister’s sixteenth birthday.
    

    

    
      By then, he could begin discussing marriage arrangements.
    

    

    
      When Wen Zehao left, his heart was alight with anticipation.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “He’s gone?”
    

    

    
      Inside the courtyard, Huo Qianqian sat on a swing, her feet dangling in midair. She swayed back and forth without even glancing at the letter handed by her maid.
    

    

    
      “The Seventh Young Master said he needs a month for this trip. He’ll be back before your birthday, Miss.”
    

    

    
      “So what if he comes back or not?” Qianqian replied, visibly displeased.
    

    

    
      Her maid whispered, “Your father did say that once you come of age, he’ll handle your marriage arrangements.”
    

    

    
      Qianqian snapped angrily, “Let him marry whoever he wants—I’m not going!”
    

    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      The maid couldn’t understand why Qianqian was suddenly so furious.
    

    

    
      Even Qianqian didn’t know what had come over her. She knew Wen Zehao wanted to marry her, and her grandfather approved of the match.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao was fairly handsome, came from a good family, and was talented—among Qingfeng’s younger generation, he was quite remarkable.
    

    

    
      She felt neither particularly satisfied nor dissatisfied.
    

    

    
      After all, girls were expected to marry.
    

    

    
      But lately, Wen Zehao’s behavior had disappointed her.
    

    

    
      He’d shown a side that was narrow-minded.
    

    

    
      They weren’t even married yet, and because she had interceded with her grandfather on behalf of some unrelated man, he marched over and questioned her harshly.
    

    

    
      What would it be like after marriage?
    

    

    
      Over the past half month, he’d acted humbly to win her forgiveness.
    

    

    
      But as soon as she forgave him that morning, he immediately went looking for trouble with Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      When she heard this, her heart sank. Is this the man she’s going to marry?
    

    

    
      Would marriage mean she wouldn’t even be allowed to speak to another man?
    

    

    
      The more she thought, the more agitated she became, and a nameless anger flared up: it’s all Chen Ming’s fault!
    

    

    
      If not for him, none of this would be happening.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The next morning, Tuesday, 9 a.m.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming arrived at the Huo estate on time. 
    

    

    
      The moment he entered, a maid stopped him. “Young Master Chen, Miss requests your company.”
    

    

    
      Miss? Huo Qianqian?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming paused and then said, “I’ve been hoping for a chance to personally thank Miss Huo—please show me the way.”
    

    

    
      He wondered what she wanted. 
    

    

    
      Was she going to ask him to explain himself to her betrothed?
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian was Huo Chengkun’s only surviving child; her parents had died, and she depended entirely on her grandfather. 
    

    

    
      It was clear how doting Huo Chengkun was toward her.
    

    

    
      One word from her would make Chen Ming have no choice but to leave; he couldn’t avoid meeting her—you could only hide so much.
    

    

    
      The maid led him deeper into the rear courtyard.
    

    

    
      This was Chen Ming’s first time in the inner rear quarters of the Huo estate—this area was reserved for Huo Chengkun and his granddaughter; only his personal disciples were allowed here, and no one else.
    

    

    
      The further they walked, the quieter and more secluded it became.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian living here?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming began to suspect that maybe this maid was planted by Wen Zehao to trap him…
    

    

    
      “You must be Chen Ming?” said a crisp voice from the side. 
    

    

    
      As he turned, he saw a young woman in red martial attire by the moon gate—flawlessly fair-skinned, sweet-faced, tall, undeniably beautiful.
    

    

    
      But on her face was a willful arrogance that ruined the beauty.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t moved by wilful women—he’d seen countless temperamental beauties on Earth; no matter how pretty, he wasn’t impressed.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian snorted. “Not much to look at, are you?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming bowed respectfully. “Greetings, Miss Huo.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian fixed her gaze on him. “I heard you spar with the students who came here to learn martial arts, so let’s see what your skill is like.”
    

    

    
      Without waiting, she threw a punch at his face.
    

    

    
      It came fast and fierce—had it landed, his nose would’ve been broken.
    

    

    
      “For real?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t risk it—he sidestepped. “Miss Huo…”
    

    

    
      “Watch this.”
    

    

    
      Seizing the initiative, she followed up with a vicious sweep, not giving him a moment to speak.
    

    

    
      Her skill was even above Qi Jun’s!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt unprecedented pressure. He couldn’t afford any distraction; he concentrated fully.
    

    

    
      Fluidly they moved in combat, exchanging seven or eight strikes.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian shouted fiercely, “Is dodging all you can do? Fight back!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming remained silent—dodging only—searching for an opening.
    

    

    
      “This must be the Four‑Ele­ments Fist—it’s deeper than Three‑Talen­t Fist. Luckily she lacks combat experience—her transitions are too stiff. There’s still opportunity.”
    

    

    
      “Her Iron‑Horse Stance is at least Level 4. Her strength far exceeds mine. I can’t clash head‑on.”
    

    

    
      He thought quickly; he’d rely on experience to counter.
    

    

    
      After another ten or so moves, her technique became smoother; she was fast learning the proper flow.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t continue like this.
    

    

    
      Feeling pressure mounting, Chen Ming swallowed his nerves. Kicking a stone underfoot, he lost balance.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian seized the chance and both hands lunged. 
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, as Chen Ming fell backward, he used a strange trick—his foot shot out lightning-fast, striking her thigh squarely.
    

    

    
      She cried out and fell to the ground.
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian’s eyes widened, suddenly welling with tears—hurt, anger, disbelief…
    

    

    
      Oh dear…
    

    

    
      Chen Ming registered: this was the little princess of the Huo family, and he had just struck her.
    

    

    
      He moved to apologize, but Huo Qianqian got up and ran off, limping—his kick had been heavy indeed.
    

    

    
      【You defeated a Level‑8 enemy and gained 30 XP.】
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      Chen Ming had originally thought that Huo Qianqian would soon come back with a group of people to reclaim her pride, give him a beating, and drive him away.
    

    

    
      But in the end, even after he had completed fifteen rounds of sparring, nothing happened.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao also didn’t send anyone to cause him trouble.
    

    

    
      He found it a bit puzzling and left the Huo Residence. 
    

    

    
      Outside the gate, he saw Deng Ziyang’s carriage again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Miss, it must hurt a lot, doesn’t it?”
    

    

    
      In a boudoir, the maid Hongmei looked at a clear red mark on Huo Qianqian’s thigh, her eyes nearly tearing up.
    

    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian was already in unbearable pain, and hearing those words made her furious.
    

    

    
      She snapped, “Do you want me to kick you so you can try it yourself?”
    

    

    
      Hongmei shrank her neck back. 
    

    

    
      In the end, she feared the pain and didn’t dare to argue. She said indignantly, “Miss, that guy named Chen actually dared to lay a hand on you. I’ll go report it to the master and have someone bring him in so you can vent your anger.”
    

    

    
      “You stop right there.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian sat up abruptly, which tugged at her injury, causing her to shiver in pain. She said sharply, “You are not allowed to tell Grandpa about this.”
    

    

    
      Hongmei froze, confused. “Why not?”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian gritted her teeth and said, “This grudge, I’ll take revenge myself.”
    

    

    
      Ever since she was a child, no matter who she sparred with, everyone would always go easy on her. 
    

    

    
      It was completely dull.
    

    

    
      Today, she had finally encountered someone who didn’t hold back against her and had genuinely gone all out. 
    

    

    
      This reignited her competitive spirit.
    

    

    
      She had to win back her pride through her own strength. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, she wouldn’t be able to sleep.
    

    

    
      Still uneasy, Huo Qianqian warned, “If you dare to speak of this, I’ll break your leg.”
    

    

    
      “Understood, Miss.”
    

    

    
      Hongmei responded pitifully.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Qi Jun is a bit stubborn. Ever since he lost to you last time, he’s been unwilling to accept it. So today, he wants to have another match with you. Let’s keep it friendly.”
    

    

    
      On the carriage, Deng Ziyang explained the reason for coming to see Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming complained, “Brother Deng, just a word from you and I would have come. Why come in person to pick me up?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang smiled and said, “It was on the way.”
    

    

    
      Then he sighed, “Qi Jun really values his pride. After losing to you last time, he couldn’t bring himself to face Zhang Mingyu.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised to hear him call Third Senior Brother by name without the slightest respect. He said with feigned guilt, “Sigh, I really should have gone easier on him. But Brother Qi’s skills were so strong, I had no choice but to go all out.”
    

    

    
      “It was his own arrogance that led to his defeat. Honestly, I should thank you. This loss was a good lesson for him. At least he’s made some progress since then.”
    

    

    
      As they chatted, they soon arrived at a residence.
    

    

    
      This was Deng Ziyang’s home—a large compound with five courtyards in a row.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang said, “After my mother gave birth to me, the old man bought this place. Now that she’s gone, I find it lonely living alone, so I invited some brothers over to live together. If you ever find yourself with nowhere to go, just come here.”
    

    

    
      “Definitely.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt that this man had quite the presence of a big brother—loyal, generous, and bold in action. 
    

    

    
      Surrounded by loyal followers, this kind of person, given the right opportunity, might just achieve something great.
    

    

    
      The two arrived at a large courtyard where a few people were chatting and joking.
    

    

    
      Seeing Deng Ziyang arrive, they immediately stood up and greeted him in unison, “Big Brother.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang said, “Qi Jun, Brother Chen has agreed to spar with you again. Aren’t you going to thank him?”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun immediately stepped forward and cupped his fists, “Thank you, Brother Chen, for giving me a chance to redeem myself.”
    

    

    
      His eyes were filled with strong fighting spirit.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned the salute. “Please give me your guidance.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang reminded, “You’re both friends. This is just a spar. Let’s keep it friendly and not hurt the harmony.”
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      “All right then, let’s begin.”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun took the initiative to strike. 
    

    

    
      This time, he absolutely would not let his guard down again.
    

    

    
      However, the moment they clashed, it was completely different from last time.
    

    

    
      Not only did Chen Ming not dodge, he actually stepped forward to meet him.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      The two clashed head-on. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s body swayed slightly, but he quickly stabilized.
    

    

    
      His strength was actually not much weaker than Qi Jun’s.
    

    

    
      How was that possible?
    

    

    
      Qi Jun was shocked, and his technique fell into disarray. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately seized the opportunity and launched a series of rapid attacks.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun could only barely defend himself and was suppressed almost the entire time.
    

    

    
      After around ten moves, Chen Ming tapped him lightly on the shoulder and then swiftly withdrew his hand, standing with arms by his side.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun stood frozen, his face blank, looking somewhat dejected and lost.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Deng Ziyang spoke up, “Didn’t expect that Brother Chen hadn’t gone all out last time.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming explained, “Brother Deng, you’ve misunderstood me. After sparring with Brother Qi last time, I had an epiphany and broke through. I really must thank Brother Qi for that.”
    

    

    
      “So that’s how it is.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang turned to Qi Jun and barked, “Qi Jun, do you accept it now?”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun trembled all over. He didn’t dare look at Chen Ming. Lowering his head, he said gloomily, “I… I accept.”
    

    

    
      This time, he had been completely overwhelmed without any chance to retaliate, making him realize the gap between him and Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang said, “Let’s go. To the Drunken Immortal Tower, and we won’t leave until we’re drunk. Brother Chen, this is to celebrate your advancement. You absolutely must not decline.”
    

    

    
      And just like that, Chen Ming was dragged off to the Drunken Immortal Tower again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After a full meal and plenty of wine, Chen Ming returned home. It was already after 4 p.m., which was the hour of Shen.
    

    

    
      He walked back to his small courtyard, where someone soon delivered a bowl of hangover soup. It was his sister-in-law’s maid. “Young Master, why drink so much in broad daylight?”
    

    

    
      “I was dragged there and couldn’t refuse.”
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming spoke, he noticed a patch sewn onto her skirt. 
    

    

    
      Although the fabric was the same color, it was still quite noticeable at a glance.
    

    

    
      He frowned. 
    

    

    
      Had his family’s financial situation deteriorated this much?
    

    

    
      Although she was just a maid, for a household that could afford to keep one, having their maids wear patched clothing—wouldn’t that become a laughingstock if word got out?
    

    

    
      The family was already cutting expenses. What about the situation at the pharmacy?
    

    

    
      “Looks like I need to improve my strength as soon as possible.”
    

    

    
      A sense of urgency rose in his heart.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened his status panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 5】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 15】
    

    

    
      【Technique: “Iron Horse Stance” (Level 3 1/500+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: “Three Talents Fist” (Mastered 10/500+), “Eight Trigrams Saber Technique” (Beginner 12/100+)】
    

    

    
      That morning, after injuring Huo Qianqian, in preparation for any potential danger, he had upgraded “Iron Horse Stance” to the level 3.
    

    

    
      That was why he had been able to suppress Qi Jun just now and win so easily.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun’s “Iron Horse Stance” was also only at the level 3.
    

    

    
      “I must become a true martial artist as soon as possible.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming revised his short-term goal.
    

    

    
      In this world, only by becoming a true martial artist and entering the ranking system could one truly transcend their class. 
    

    

    
      By then, making money would be a simple matter.
    

    

    
      He did some calculations. 
    

    

    
      With a fixed income of 15 experience points per day, that totaled 450 points in a month.
    

    

    
      In other words, it would take at least a month to break through to the fourth layer of “Iron Horse Stance”, and probably two months to reach the fifth.
    

    

    
      “Too slow.”
    

    

    
      He had to find an alternative source of experience points.
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      In the early morning, before dawn.
    

    

    
      In the backyard of the Deng residence.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang was standing in place, drawing in a breath and releasing it as though a surging power was swelling and then retreating within him.
    

    

    
      Gradually, everything calmed.
    

    

    
      He slowly opened his eyes; a glimmer of brilliance passed through his gaze.
    

    

    
      “So soon!”
    

    

    
      He clenched his fists, thinking, “This stance technique that the old man taught me really has some trick to it.”
    

    

    
      It seemed that it was time to leave the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      Although that old fox Huo Chengkun still refused to formally accept him as a disciple, Deng Ziyang hadn’t gained nothing during these years at the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      After making his decision, he felt completely relaxed and went back inside to change clothes.
    

    

    
      “Young Master.”
    

    

    
      Outside the door, a close attendant reported to him, “Last night after you went to bed, Third Master Qi and Second Master Peng got into a fight.”
    

    

    
      “What’s the cause this time?” Deng Ziyang asked calmly. 
    

    

    
      It was only natural that his subordinates had conflicts—after all, as the big brother, he often had to settle their disputes.
    

    

    
      “Second Master Peng mocked Third Master Qi for losing twice to an unknown nobody. Third Master Qi couldn’t stand it, so they fought.”
    

    

    
      “Did Qi Jun get hurt?”
    

    

    
      “No… Young Master, this time it was Second Master Peng who lost to Third Master Qi, even lost a move.”
    

    

    
      “?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang paused while washing his face. “Is this really true?”
    

    

    
      “Absolutely.”
    

    

    
      He dropped the towel and hurried out to find Qi Jun and Peng Ruizhao.
    

    

    
      They were the strongest among his brothers, ranked by strength.
    

    

    
      Peng Ruizhao had always been stronger than Qi Jun—whenever they sparred, Qi Jun would suffer.
    

    

    
      But this time, Qi Jun had actually landed a move?
    

    

    
      He found Peng Ruizhao, who was still half-asleep. Under questioning, Peng’s face flushed as he said loudly, “Last night I drank too much, I was careless…”
    

    

    
      “So you really lost a move?”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang didn’t ask further. Instead, he said, “In a moment, have them spar again.”
    

    

    
      “All right,” Peng Ruizhao agreed eagerly.
    

    

    
      So Deng Ziyang had someone bring Qi Jun—and they sparred again.
    

    

    
      After dozens of exchanges, Peng Ruizhao still had the edge. He snorted coldly, “See? Last night I was just careless…”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang asked Qi Jun, “Why did you suddenly break through? You actually managed to trade strikes with Second Master.”
    

    

    
      Previously, Qi Jun would lose after only a dozen moves.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun, after losing again to Peng Ruizhao and feeling somewhat resentful, replied, “It must be because he’s been drinking more lately and slacked off.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang considered for a moment, then said, “That sparring partner, Chen Ming, is quite something.”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun fell silent.
    

    

    
      In truth, he knew well that losing twice to Chen Ming was probably the real reason—but he wasn’t willing to admit it.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang proposed, “I want to invite him to come train with you two. What do you think?”
    

    

    
      Neither Peng nor Qi objected.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Invite me to be a sparring partner?”
    

    

    
      At noon, after finishing today’s training, Chen Ming left the Huo Residence and ran into Deng Ziyang. 
    

    

    
      Hearing his invitation, he felt like a pie had just dropped onto his head.
    

    

    
      He thought, Such a good thing?
    

    

    
      Seeing his stunned expression, Deng Ziyang smiled and said, “Of course I’m not going to let you work for free. I’m not as stingy as that old Huo Chengkun. Training isn’t easy—you’ll definitely need Vitality Pills. I’ll give you three pills every month. All you need to do is spar three rounds with them every day.”
    

    

    
      Not only would he get a sparring gig brought to him, but he’d also earn some Qi‑Xue Dan.
    

    

    
      This was truly a good person.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed inwardly, grasping Deng Ziyang’s hand. “Say no more. I’ll give it my all.”
    

    

    
      Seeing how readily he agreed, Deng Ziyang was quite pleased. “It’s a deal.”
    

    

    
      This was a true win-win.
    

    

    
      After that, Chen Ming once again boarded Deng Ziyang’s carriage and headed to the Deng residence.
    

    

    
      That afternoon, he stayed at the Deng residence until dusk before leaving. 
    

    

    
      He returned home in Deng Ziyang’s carriage, full of joy and carrying 50 experience points he’d earned.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the days that followed, Chen Ming went to the Huo Residence in the mornings and to the Deng family in the afternoons. 
    

    

    
      He was raking in experience points like crazy.
    

    

    
      Soon enough, he discovered a hidden mechanism.
    

    

    
      As long as he fought someone with a higher level than himself, he would receive at least 10 experience points no matter how many times he defeated them.
    

    

    
      Indeed, fighting enemies above one’s level was the true way to progress.
    

    

    
      At the Deng residence, Deng Ziyang’s eight core brothers were all higher level than he was. His role was primarily as their sparring partner.
    

    

    
      Thus, every afternoon at the Deng residence, he earned 30 experience points. 
    

    

    
      Combined with the 15 from the morning, he was making 45 points per day.
    

    

    
      By that calculation, in just over a month, he’d have enough experience to upgrade “Iron Horse Stance” to the level 5 in one go.
    

    

    
      Five days flew by.
    

    

    
      That morning, just as Chen Ming entered the Huo Residence, he was stopped again by Huo Qianqian’s maidservant. “My lady wants to see you.”
    

    

    
      The little maid glared at him with clear displeasure.
    

    

    
      “Lead the way.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite curious to see what Huo Qianqian planned to do to him.
    

    

    
      It was the same secluded little courtyard as last time.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian had changed into a light green martial outfit. Her expression was stern. When she saw him, she shouted, “Today, I’m going to wipe away my shame. Prepare yourself!”
    

    

    
      She didn’t even give him a chance to speak and attacked right away.
    

    

    
      So she had remained quiet all these days just to wait until her injuries healed and seek revenge personally?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s impression of this spoiled young lady shifted slightly.
    

    

    
      In this world, after suffering a loss, it was quite rare not to rely on one’s family to take revenge.
    

    

    
      And to her credit, Huo Qianqian’s techniques had become more fluid and much stronger than last time.
    

    

    
      However, he wasn’t the same as before either. It was even easier for him to deal with her offensive attacks.
    

    

    
      After thirty moves, he finally caught a flaw and flicked her on the forehead.
    

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian cried out in pain, covering her forehead and glaring at him fiercely. But she didn’t attack again—she just stormed off in a huff.
    

    

    
      [You have defeated a level 8 enemy again and earned 30 experience points.]
    

    

    
      So that counted as a surrender?
    

    

    
      “Huh? Still 30 points?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised.
    

    

    
      He remembered that he got 30 points the last time he defeated Huo Qianqian too.
    

    

    
      “Is it because her level is much higher than mine?”
    

    

    
      He had been saving up his experience points without putting them into “Iron Horse Stance,” so he was still at level 5.
    

    

    
      Which meant, the System was encouraging him to challenge stronger opponents.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After that, every morning, Huo Qianqian would send her maid to intercept Chen Ming and drag him into another bout.
    

    

    
      As time passed, her moves became more polished, and it was getting harder for Chen Ming to handle her. By the sixth fight, he almost lost a move.
    

    

    
      Left with no choice, he upgraded “Iron Horse Stance” to the level 4 that very night.
    

    

    
      [Level: 7]
    

    
      [Current Points: 145]
    

    
      [Technique: “Iron Horse Stance” (Level 4 1/1000+)]
    

    
      [Martial Arts: “Three Talents Fist” (Mastery 10/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 12/100+)]
    

    

    
      With that, the experience point yield from Deng Ziyang’s side naturally dropped.
    

    

    
      There was no helping it.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, he had been doing very well as a sparring partner for the beginner class boys these past few days. 
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun even took notice and praised him once.
    

    

    
      He took the opportunity to suggest being a sparring partner for the intermediate class, and Huo Chengkun agreed.
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      Chapter 13: Debts Must Be Repaid
    

    

    
      “Grandpa, look at this move—‘Rhinoceros Gazes at the Moon.’ Am I doing it right?”
    

    

    
      “Grandpa, why can’t I generate the kind of force you described?”
    

    

    
      “Grandpa, why does this Four Symbols Fist feel so clumsy?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Early in the morning, Huo Qianqian was pestering Huo Chengkun with question after question. 
    

    

    
      He was so overwhelmed by the barrage that his head spun. Hastily, he said, “Sweet granddaughter, you're asking so many questions all at once—how can I answer them all? Ask them one by one, and I’ll answer them one by one.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian stomped her foot. “You’re so dumb. Forget it, I’ll just go ask First Senior Brother instead.”
    

    

    
      With that, she ran off with a thump thump thump.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun could only shake his head where he stood. “Still so impatient.”
    

    

    
      But then, he became puzzled. Why was she suddenly so serious about practicing martial arts?
    

    

    
      The old servant beside him noticed his confusion and proactively explained, “Lately, Young Miss has been waking up before dawn every day to practice her forms. She’s been extremely diligent.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun found it odd. “Why the sudden change?”
    

    

    
      This granddaughter of his—while she couldn’t exactly be called lazy—had never been particularly enthusiastic about martial arts. 
    

    

    
      In fact, her natural talent was quite exceptional. It’s just that she liked to play around too much.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t bear to be too strict with her, so he had always let her be.
    

    

    
      The old servant chuckled and said, “She’s about to get married. Maybe she’s worried that she won’t be able to keep her husband in line after the wedding.”
    

    

    
      “When did this start?”
    

    

    
      “Around a month ago. At the time, she had a quarrel with Seventh Young Master, and after that, she changed.”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun recalled that about a month ago—just before Seventh Junior Brother left—the two of them had indeed had a fight.
    

    

    
      Now interested, he stood up and said, “Come, let’s go see how much she’s improved in the past month.”
    

    

    
      So, master and servant headed to visit Zhao An, the eldest disciple.
    

    

    
      In Zhao An’s courtyard, Huo Qianqian was consulting with him on martial arts.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun stood at the entrance, not going in to disturb them. 
    

    

    
      After watching for a while, he was inwardly astonished. His granddaughter’s stance training had made great strides, having already reached the fifth level. Her Four Symbols Fist had also become much more refined, no longer the superficial display it had been before.
    

    

    
      His elderly heart was deeply comforted. 
    

    

    
      This headstrong granddaughter of his had finally come to understand the importance of martial arts.
    

    

    
      Afraid of distracting her, he quietly left with the old servant.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, Huo Chengkun strolled to the training grounds and paused at the entrance to watch for a moment. 
    

    

    
      In the center, a crowd had gathered, cheering from time to time.
    

    

    
      He peered through the gaps in the crowd and saw two people sparring.
    

    

    
      One of them was none other than Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun was startled. Chen Ming’s stance training had actually broken through to the level 4.
    

    

    
      How was that possible?
    

    

    
      If he had such cultivation, why had he lied to him last month, claiming his stance was only at the second level?
    

    

    
      The more Huo Chengkun watched, the more intrigued he became. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s Three Talents Fist was already at an expert level. 
    

    

    
      During the match, he handled it with ease. It didn’t even look like a fight—it was more like he was feeding moves to his partner.
    

    

    
      “Did I misjudge him before?”
    

    

    
      “Or did he have some fortuitous encounter after he left here?”
    

    

    
      After watching for a while longer, Huo Chengkun left with his retinue.
    

    

    
      After walking a short distance, the more he thought about it, the more it didn’t sit right. He said, “Tomorrow, give Chen Ming one… no, two Qi and Blood Pills as payment for serving as a sparring partner.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      The old servant responded, though he found it odd—why was the old master suddenly being so generous?
    

    

    
      A single Qi and Blood Pill cost fifty taels of silver. Two meant a hundred.
    

    

    
      The master voluntarily offering payment—this was truly unprecedented.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun suddenly remembered something else and asked, “By the way, that Deng Ziyang hasn’t come back, has he?”
    

    

    
      The old servant replied, “He hasn’t been here in half a month. I heard he switched to a different stance training and is now already a ranked martial artist.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, that walking plague is finally gone.”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun had no intention of getting involved in the muddy waters of the Giant Tiger Gang. 
    

    

    
      He still wanted to live a few more years.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【You have once again defeated an LV7 opponent and gained 5 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just defeated the last trainee from the intermediate class. 
    

    

    
      Seeing the notification before his eyes, a hint of satisfaction appeared on his face.
    

    

    
      He had discovered that as his level increased, the minimum experience points gained from defeating enemies of various levels also changed.
    

    

    
      Currently, he was Level 7.
    

    

    
      Enemies below Level 7 yielded only a minimum of one point.
    

    

    
      Same-level opponents gave at least five points.
    

    

    
      Enemies one level higher gave at least twenty points.
    

    

    
      Two levels higher yielded thirty points.
    

    

    
      As for those three levels higher, he still didn’t know.
    

    

    
      In the intermediate class, five people were the same level as him, and two were one level higher.
    

    

    
      There were also a few trainees from the advanced class who came to spar with him daily, some of whom were one or two levels above him.
    

    

    
      Due to limited energy, he no longer sparred with students from the beginner class.
    

    

    
      Just from sparring with these students every day, he could now earn nearly 140 experience points.
    

    

    
      Half a month ago, Huo Qianqian had also reached Level 9 and contributed 30 points to him each day.
    

    

    
      This yield far exceeded his previous expectations.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly realized that deliberately suppressing his level might not always be a good thing.
    

    

    
      With this thought in mind, he left the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      A carriage was already waiting at the gate.
    

    

    
      Upon boarding the carriage and arriving at the Deng Residence, he stepped inside and saw Deng Ziyang, dressed in black, coming out to greet him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming exclaimed in pleasant surprise, “Brother Deng, you’re out of seclusion?”
    

    

    
      Ten days ago, Deng Ziyang had mentioned he was going into seclusion, and now he was already out.
    

    

    
      Moreover, he now gave off a completely different aura than before. Even with a smile on his face, he exuded a certain pressure, as if his edge could no longer be concealed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood instantly and congratulated him, “It seems Brother Deng has successfully broken through. From now on, you’re a true martial artist. Congratulations!”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s expression remained composed as he smiled and said, “I’ve only taken one step ahead. I’m sure it won’t be long before you catch up, Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      The residence had already prepared a grand banquet, and his group of brothers were all beaming with joy, celebrating their eldest brother’s success.
    

    

    
      On such a joyous day, the afternoon sparring session was naturally canceled.
    

    

    
      After the meal, Chen Ming took his leave.
    

    

    
      As he sat in the carriage, he felt a bit regretful. “Just a little more.”
    

    

    
      He had previously agreed with Deng Ziyang to spar three times a day and had even volunteered to go a few extra rounds. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, they had no reason to refuse.
    

    

    
      As a result, he had been earning twenty experience points daily at the Deng Residence.
    

    

    
      After half a month, he had accumulated a total of 2983 experience points. He was just seventeen points short of fully upgrading Iron Horse Stance to the fifth level—completing it and breaking through to become a true martial artist.
    

    

    
      “Looks like I’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Suppressing the restlessness in his heart, Chen Ming thought to himself that whether he broke through today or tomorrow didn’t really make much difference.
    

    

    
      As the carriage turned into the alley, a commotion suddenly broke out.
    

    

    
      He didn’t pay it much mind, until the coachman said, “Young Master Chen, something seems to be going on at your house.”
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      He pushed open the carriage window and saw a few delinquent-looking youths surrounding his front door, shouting loudly, “Debts must be repaid—this is the natural order! Chen Rui, you borrowed two hundred taels from our boss, and now with interest it’s ballooned to five hundred taels. Time to pay up!”
    

    

    
      His older brother, Chen Rui, was standing guard at the door with a medicine hoe in hand, his face flushed red, locked in a standoff with the group.
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      Chapter 14: Despicable Means
    

    

    
      The nearby neighbors, hearing the commotion, all came out to watch the spectacle. 
    

    

    
      Seeing the scene before them, they could only shake their heads in pity.
    

    

    
      “When Chen Qilang was still alive, the pharmacy thrived. Who would've thought that only a few years after his death, things would fall apart like this?”
    

    

    
      “Blame it on his foolish ambition. He wanted his son to become a martial artist. If he hadn't sent his youngest to learn martial arts and spent all their savings, it wouldn't have come to this.”
    

    

    
      “See that? This is what happens when you send your son to learn martial arts.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui saw the neighbors pointing and whispering, and his heart was filled with sorrow and rage. His eyes reddened as he glared at the group blocking their doorway and shouted, “We agreed on three percent interest—two hundred taels borrowed, two hundred and sixty taels to repay in a month. Where did five hundred taels come from?”
    

    

    
      The man leading the group sneered. “Three percent? Are you trying to swindle beggars? Look closely, the IOU clearly says ten percent monthly interest. Also, last month was a full month, and you were one day late. That’s another half month’s interest. Total of five hundred taels—no less.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was shocked and furious. “We agreed on three percent interest! It says so on the IOU… you… this IOU is fake…”
    

    

    
      “Fake? Open your dog eyes and take a good look. Isn’t this your handwriting? Your signature and fingerprint?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At the entrance of the alley—
    

    

    
      The coachman said to Chen Ming, “I’ve seen that guy before. He works under Old Ghost Xiao from Wanli Gambling House. They call him Scarface. He specializes in loan sharking and often tampers with IOUs. Once you borrow money from them, they’ll never let go. They’ll bleed you dry.”
    

    

    
      “Young Master, shall I return and have the young master come out and handle this?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming politely declined. “No need to trouble Brother Deng. I’ll handle this myself. Just drop me off here.”
    

    

    
      He stepped down from the carriage and walked toward the scene.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chen Rui was staring wide-eyed at the IOU, his body trembling in disbelief.
    

    

    
      It was indeed his handwriting.
    

    

    
      But he clearly remembered agreeing to three percent interest—how did it become ten percent?
    

    

    
      Just then, Scarface stepped forward, grabbed him by the collar, and barked, “Seen enough? Pay up now.”
    

    

    
      “I…”
    

    

    
      Ashamed and choked by his collar, Chen Rui couldn’t speak.
    

    

    
      “Let go.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a loud shout exploded in Scarface’s ear. 
    

    

    
      Startled, he sensed a strong wind from behind and reflexively struck back without thinking.
    

    

    
      He was a debt collector—far from a weakling—with rich experience in real fights.
    

    

    
      But the next moment, a powerful force surged in, and he was shocked. 
    

    

    
      He immediately let go and rolled on the ground to dodge the deadly strike, barely escaping with his life.
    

    

    
      Getting back to his feet, he saw a young man in his early twenties and roared in anger, “Who are you? How dare you meddle in the affairs of Wanli Gambling House?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood protectively in front of his elder brother and said coldly, “My name is Chen Ming. He is my elder brother. Go tell your boss—these disgraceful tactics won’t work on me.”
    

    

    
      “You’re Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      A flicker of uncertainty crossed Scarface’s expression.
    

    

    
      He had heard that Chen Rui had a younger brother who’d trained in martial arts for a few years, but his talent was supposedly poor and his strength mediocre.
    

    

    
      Who said his strength was mediocre?
    

    

    
      He cursed the one who’d provided that intel to hell and back.
    

    

    
      From that single move just now, this man’s strength was at least on par with his own.
    

    

    
      His expression turned fierce. “Hmph, it’s written in black and white. Either you two pay the debt or hand over the house.”
    

    

    
      As soon as those words left his mouth, Chen Rui’s face changed dramatically.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s face darkened as well. “So, there’s no peaceful resolution today?”
    

    

    
      Scarface waved his hand, and his lackeys pulled out wooden sticks and iron rulers, surrounding them menacingly.
    

    

    
      “Second Brother!”
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Chen Rui grew anxious, afraid his brother might suffer. He grabbed him by the arm.
    

    

    
      A wise man doesn’t fight when the odds are against him.
    

    

    
      Who would've thought he couldn't hold him back at all—Chen Ming had already leapt forward. He charged into the crowd like a tiger among sheep. 
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, seven or eight brawny men wielding weapons were all knocked to the ground.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t it said that his younger brother’s martial skills were poor? How could he be this powerful?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      Scarface saw Chen Ming easily flatten his men and instantly realized he had severely underestimated the man’s strength. 
    

    

    
      Cold sweat poured down his back.
    

    

    
      “Hey… let’s talk this out—ayyo—!”
    

    

    
      In just two moves, he was kicked in the thigh. 
    

    

    
      The searing pain made him scream and collapse to the ground, unable to get up.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the troublemakers were all sprawled on the ground.
    

    

    
      The onlookers were stunned.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t Chen family’s second son supposed to be a failure?
    

    

    
      Wasn’t it said his aptitude was so poor that his master expelled him?
    

    

    
      And now—he was this formidable?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Get lost.”
    

    

    
      With a sharp rebuke from Chen Ming, the battered goons dragged Scarface away, fleeing in panic.
    

    

    
      Then, Chen Ming bowed deeply to the surrounding neighbors and said, “Sorry for the disturbance. Once this matter is resolved, I will personally apologize at your doorsteps.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t wait for a response. He pulled his elder brother back into the house and shut the door.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui looked at his younger brother with a complicated expression. “If it weren’t for you today, I really wouldn’t have known what to do.”
    

    

    
      For the first time, he felt grateful that his brother had studied martial arts.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “How did you get involved with people like that?”
    

    

    
      “I urgently needed money at the time and had no other choice. Someone introduced me to them, and I borrowed two hundred taels… who would've thought…”
    

    

    
      “Who introduced you?”
    

    

    
      “A business acquaintance.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t associate with that person anymore.”
    

    

    
      “Mm, I understand.”
    

    

    
      Still uneasy, Chen Rui asked, “Will they come back?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head. “Not for a few hundred taels.”
    

    

    
      To fight to the death over such a small sum, especially against someone as skilled as himself—Wanli Gambling House’s boss couldn’t be that stupid.
    

    

    
      These loan sharks definitely knew how to do their math.
    

    

    
      While talking, the two brothers walked into the backyard.
    

    

    
      There, the patched-up maid stood guard at the gate, holding a stick with a tense expression. When she saw the young masters return, she finally sighed in relief, quickly hid the stick behind her, and stepped forward to pay her respects.
    

    

    
      Sister-in-law Wei poked her head out upon hearing the commotion. 
    

    

    
      Seeing her husband and brother-in-law, she rushed over in alarm. “Where are those thugs?”
    

    

    
      Little nephew Chen Lide followed closely behind her, holding a pair of scissors, ready to fight to the death.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui focused on his wife and quickly reassured her, “They’ve all been chased off by Second Brother.”
    

    

    
      “Really?”
    

    

    
      Wei looked half-convinced.
    

    

    
      “Of course it’s true. I saw it with my own eyes.”
    

    

    
      Just as they were speaking, a knock came from outside.
    

    

    
      Startled, Wei jumped and hid behind her husband, her face pale with fear.
    

    

    
      An elderly voice called out, “Is Chen Dalang home?”
    

    

    
      The maid trembled. “Sounds like… Granny Ai from next door.”
    

    

    
      Wei recognized the voice too. “It really is Granny Ai. Quickly, open the door.”
    

    

    
      When the door opened, it was indeed Granny Ai, smiling as she held a batch of freshly made pancakes. 
    

    

    
      She cheerfully pulled Wei inside to chat.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming went straight back to his room and opened his panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 7】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 3002】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Method: Iron Horse Stance (Level 4 3/1000+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 27/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 55/100+)】
    

    

    
      He had finally saved up enough points.
    

    

    
      That wave of goons just now had delivered a nice batch of experience.
    

    

    
      “Add!”
    

    

    
      He poured 1000 points into Iron Horse Stance, pushing it to the fifth layer.
    

    

    
      【Level: 9】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 2002】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Method: Iron Horse Stance (Level 5 3/2000+)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 27/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 55/100+)】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s body crackled as a surge of powerful energy flowed through him.
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      “Iron Horse Stance, Level 5!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took a deep breath, silently sensing the changes in his body.
    

    

    
      He felt that his spirit, stamina, and vitality had all reached an unprecedented peak.
    

    

    
      “Let’s get familiar with it first.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t rush to add more points. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he spent some time adjusting his state and practiced the “Three Talents Fist” in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      After going through the routine once, he couldn’t help but praise the System inwardly. 
    

    

    
      As expected, after allocating points, it perfectly adapted to his current state.
    

    

    
      There wasn’t any situation where his strength had surged but he couldn’t control his power.
    

    

    
      So, he sat back down, opened the panel, and directly maxed out the proficiency of the Level 5 of “Iron Horse Stance.”
    

    

    
      【Level: 10】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 5】
    

    

    
      【Technique: Iron Horse Stance (Level 5, Perfected)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 27/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 55/100+)】
    

    

    
      In an instant, he felt a terrifying force surge from within, tearing at his muscles and tendons. 
    

    

    
      The immense pain overwhelmed him.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      By evening, it was time for dinner.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui noticed the dishes were more lavish than usual and looked at his wife with some surprise. 
    

    

    
      She knew the state of their household. 
    

    

    
      Lately, they had been as frugal as possible—so why were there so many dishes today?
    

    

    
      It wasn’t a holiday or celebration.
    

    

    
      Madam Wei seemed rather radiant. 
    

    

    
      She noticed her husband’s confusion and explained, “This pork knuckle was brought by Sister-in-law Liu, the ribs were from Granny Li, and this one…”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui frowned, cutting her off unhappily, “You just accepted what others gave us? Our family hasn’t fallen so low that we need others’ charity to eat.”
    

    

    
      “No, it’s not that.”
    

    

    
      Madam Wei looked wronged. “They brought these because they wanted to ask about second brother’s martial arts. From what I could tell, they were hoping to have their children learn a few moves from him.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was momentarily speechless.
    

    

    
      He knew that after the debt collectors had left, several groups of visitors had come to the house and didn’t leave until the afternoon. 
    

    

    
      He thought they were just here to comfort his wife.
    

    

    
      He didn’t expect that after witnessing his younger brother’s overwhelming power, they were inspired to have their own children learn martial arts too.
    

    

    
      Though Madam Wei had been misunderstood by her husband, she wasn’t angry after explaining. She was in an especially good mood. 
    

    

    
      For the first time, she experienced the feeling of being the social center of the neighborhood. 
    

    

    
      The pleasant sense of attention made her generous enough to forgive her husband’s blunder.
    

    

    
      By now, all the dishes had been served, but no one picked up their chopsticks yet.
    

    

    
      Chen Lide sat beside his grandmother, eyes fixed on the plate of braised ribs, swallowing constantly.
    

    

    
      The last time they had pork ribs at home had been months ago.
    

    

    
      After waiting a while longer, Chen Ming finally arrived. He greeted, “Big Brother, Sister-in-law,” and then sat down.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Chen Rui felt his younger brother seemed different but couldn’t quite pinpoint why.
    

    

    
      Seeing his brother staring at him, Chen Ming asked, “Brother, is there something on my face?”
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui paused, then said, “This afternoon, several neighbors came over with gifts, saying they wanted their kids to learn some martial arts from you. They’re all our neighbors, and your sister-in-law couldn’t turn them down, so she accepted the gifts… If it’s an inconvenience for you, I’ll return them tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing the words “learn martial arts,” Chen Lide finally looked away from the plate of ribs and stared at his uncle with yearning in his eyes.
    

    

    
      Madam Wei also looked at him nervously, afraid he might refuse.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought for a moment and said, “That won’t be necessary. How about this—once I finish my tasks over the next few days, I’ll have them come in the mornings, and I’ll teach them some basic moves.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui’s expression relaxed immediately.
    

    

    
      Chen Lide shouted, “Uncle, I want to learn too!”
    

    

    
      Madam Wei beamed with joy and picked up the first piece of rib, placing it in Chen Ming’s bowl. “Let’s eat first before the dishes go cold.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Wanli Gambling House.
    

    

    
      Many people didn’t know that Old Ghost Xiao wasn’t actually that old—just a little over forty. 
    

    

    
      He merely aged prematurely, with most of his hair already white and deep wrinkles on his face, making others mistakenly think he was an old man.
    

    

    
      He sat in a grand armchair, holding a pair of iron spheres in his left hand, slowly rolling them.
    

    

    
      In the room, a few bruised and battered men knelt on the floor, tearfully complaining, “Boss, you must get justice for Scarface. That brat surnamed Chen didn’t show any respect to you at all. Scarface’s pelvis was shattered. The doctor said he might never walk again in this lifetime…”
    

    

    
      Old Ghost Xiao listened with his eyes closed, his face dark. He gripped the iron spheres so tightly that a grinding “creak” could be heard.
    

    

    
      At last, he opened his eyes. His gaze was even darker than his expression. “Idiots!”
    

    

    
      “I sent you to collect a debt, not to start a fight!”
    

    

    
      “Relying on your ability to fight, you always resort to violence. And now you’ve kicked a steel plate? You want me to clean up your mess?”
    

    

    
      “And now you expect me to take revenge for you? Can’t you use your heads for once? Do you think that Chen brat’s martial arts dropped out of the sky?”
    

    

    
      “His master is Huo Chengkun, a sixth-rank expert. Even the Giant Tiger Gang doesn’t dare provoke him. Are you trying to get me killed?”
    

    

    
      The men kneeling below froze in fear at his outburst, not daring to make a sound.
    

    

    
      Old Ghost Xiao looked at these useless subordinates, so furious he wanted to kill them all.
    

    

    
      He’d warned them long ago—not to mess with families that had trained martial artists.
    

    

    
      But they were bold to the extreme, even daring to trap the family of someone who trained under Huo Chengkun. 
    

    

    
      Clearly, they didn’t know the meaning of the word “death.”
    

    

    
      One of the subordinates on the floor quietly tried to explain, “Scarface checked. That Chen Ming left the Huo Residence four years ago. He was kicked out for being too untalented…”
    

    

    
      Old Ghost Xiao let out a cold snort. “He crippled Scarface in two moves, and you’re telling me he’s untalented? Then what does that make you?”
    

    

    
      The man was instantly speechless.
    

    

    
      “How many times have I told you—not to take rumors as fact. Or you’ll die without even knowing how.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a middle-aged man standing behind Old Ghost Xiao spoke up, “Boss, shouldn’t we think about how to clean this up?”
    

    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    

    
      Old Ghost Xiao replied, “Whoever caused this mess can go clean it up…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      “Not good! Those debt collectors are back!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just returned to the small courtyard after dinner when he heard someone shouting.
    

    

    
      With a flash, he dashed to the main gate at top speed. 
    

    

    
      Looking out, he saw the same people from earlier that day standing at the entrance.
    

    

    
      At the front, Scarface was lying on a door plank, carried by his men, his face pale.
    

    

    
      In the alley, many neighbors had come out upon hearing the commotion, watching with curiosity.
    

    

    
      Soon, Chen Rui came out too, standing beside his younger brother.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said calmly, “What, still not convinced?”
    

    

    
      Scarface replied weakly, “No, I wouldn’t dare. I was blind today and offended you, young master. I’ve come to apologize.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, two of his men brought over a box and placed it at the doorway. 
    

    

    
      The lid opened to reveal it was filled with bright silver.
    

    

    
      Then, the whole group knelt down. “Young master, please be magnanimous and forgive our ignorance.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was stunned, momentarily at a loss for words. 
    

    

    
      He instinctively wanted to say something but quickly turned to look at his brother, who remained expressionless.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming simply said, “You didn’t offend me. You offended my brother.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Scarface immediately turned to Chen Rui. “Young Master Chen Rui, I must have lost my mind. I altered the wording on the IOU to frame you. I even laid hands on you—it was all my fault…”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he used his still-functional leg to kneel and began kowtowing.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui had never seen such a spectacle and felt uneasy.
    

    

    
      But his brother was still unsatisfied. “You even laid hands on my brother.”
    

    

    
      “I was wrong! I shouldn’t have raised a hand…”
    

    

    
      Scarface straightened up and slapped himself hard across the face, a loud “smack” echoing.
    

    

    
      Then came another slap on the other side.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui’s eyelids twitched violently. 
    

    

    
      The blows were vicious, and Scarface’s face quickly swelled. 
    

    

    
      Chen Rui couldn’t bear to watch and gently tugged his brother’s sleeve.
    

    

    
      “That’s enough.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming speak. “What happened today ends here. Now get lost.”
    

    

    
      Scarface and his group, as if granted amnesty, fled in disgrace.
    

    

    
      The neighbors in the alley who had come to watch remained silent, all looking at the Chen brothers with eyes full of awe.
    

    

    
      A strange silence fell over the scene.
    

    

    
      The same thugs who had been arrogant and violent earlier that day were now kneeling at the Chen family’s door, kowtowing in apology.
    

    

    
      Such prestige etched itself deeply into everyone’s hearts.
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      "Why were those people so afraid of you?"
    

    

    
      After closing the door, Chen Rui found it hard to understand and couldn't help but ask his younger brother.
    

    

    
      During the day, those men had still been so arrogant. When they left, they still looked unconvinced. 
    

    

    
      How did they become so submissive by nightfall?
    

    

    
      They even knelt at their door, begging for forgiveness.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming explained, "They weren't afraid of me. They were afraid of Master Huo."
    

    

    
      In Qingfeng City, the Giant Tiger Gang was the largest gang, and apart from it, there wasn’t any other significant power.
    

    

    
      That Old Ghost Xiao from the Wanli Gambling House was just a scumbag loan shark, bullying common folk at most. If he provoked a real martial artist, he’d have been wiped out long ago.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun was a well-known figure in Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      He had been famous for decades and had seven disciples who were all recognized martial artists, with dozens of registered disciples under his name. 
    

    

    
      Although he had never formally founded a sect, he was a power that no one could ignore.
    

    

    
      Old Ghost Xiao probably thought that Chen Ming was a registered disciple of Huo Chengkun. 
    

    

    
      That was why he was so scared, sending his men to apologize and admit fault.
    

    

    
      In reality, if Chen Ming were to reveal his strength as a martial artist now, he could also make Old Ghost Xiao bow his head.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui let out a long breath and said with relief, "Sending you to study martial arts under Master Huo back then was truly the right decision."
    

    

    
      "But—"
    

    

    
      He was still a bit worried. "Wasn’t that a bit too much? Offending the Wanli Gambling House so harshly—won’t that be a lingering threat in the future?"
    

    

    
      As a businessman, he valued harmony for the sake of making money. 
    

    

    
      Seeing his younger brother act so aggressively earlier made him genuinely anxious.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, "Brother, your advice is right. Let me think of a way to eliminate this threat."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui breathed a sigh of relief and said, "Yes, just arrange a meeting with someone from the Wanli Gambling House and talk things out. It’ll be fine once it’s clear."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming changed the topic and handed over the box in his hand. "Take this money. If it’s not enough, let me know."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui didn’t refuse. 
    

    

    
      There was no need for the two brothers to be overly formal.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Back in his room, Chen Rui heard the maid animatedly recounting how the second young master had looked so imposing, and how those villains had slapped themselves across the face.
    

    

    
      Madam Wei and Chen Lide were listening with eyes shining.
    

    

    
      Even the nanny holding Chen Lirong had a look of pride on her face.
    

    

    
      Hongmei only shut her mouth when she saw the eldest young master enter.
    

    

    
      "You all may leave now."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui dismissed them, and once only his wife remained, he opened the box and took out two heavy silver ingots, placing them before her. He said, "You’ve worked hard during this time. From now on, there’s no need to be so frugal."
    

    

    
      Madam Wei stared at the bright silver in the box, her eyes going wide. "This… did those villains send this?"
    

    

    
      "Mm. About one thousand taels."
    

    

    
      "Uncle is really impressive now," Madam Wei murmured. Then she seemed a bit confused. "Then why was he so downtrodden before at Jin Yuansheng…"
    

    

    
      She had wanted to say 'cowardly', but felt embarrassed to voice it.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was also puzzled. He felt that his younger brother had changed a lot after coming out of prison.
    

    

    
      Of course, they hadn’t had much contact in recent years—only meeting twice a year. He actually didn’t know his brother very well.
    

    

    
      He reminded her, "Remember, don’t bring up the past in front of Erlang again."
    

    

    
      No matter what, that shameful past was definitely not something Erlang would want to recall.
    

    

    
      Madam Wei tightly held the two large silver ingots—worth a full hundred taels—and nodded firmly. "I understand."
    

    

    
      No matter what uncle had been like before, now he was the pillar of their household.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At this time, Chen Ming had returned to his room. He lit an oil lamp on the table and began pondering the future.
    

    

    
      The first realm of martial arts was called the Tendons and Bones Realm, marked by the resonance of tendons and bones. 
    

    

    
      It was known as the Ninth Grade Martial Artist.
    

    

    
      He was now more than ten times stronger than before.
    

    

    
      Without reaching this realm, one could never imagine how powerful a recognized martial artist could be.
    

    

    
      "First, I need to find a cultivation technique."
    

    

    
      He had already reached mastery in the Iron Horse Stance. 
    

    

    
      There was no further room for improvement there.
    

    

    
      This wouldn't be easy. 
    

    

    
      Cultivation techniques weren’t something just anyone would casually teach.
    

    

    
      With Huo Chengkun’s cautious and suspicious personality, he likely wouldn’t accept him as a disciple. 
    

    

    
      The main issue was that there were too many doubts surrounding him. His aptitude was clearly average, yet his cultivation had advanced by leaps and bounds, which would inevitably raise suspicions.
    

    

    
      After thinking for a long time, he still couldn’t come up with a good solution. He could only take things step by step.
    

    

    
      However, he still had to continue going to the Huo Residence. He needed to keep grinding experience points.
    

    

    
      "As for the breakthrough, I’d better not spread the word for now."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself.
    

    

    
      He had wanted to break through quickly and become a martial artist mainly to resolve his family’s crisis. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected this incident to occur, resulting in an unexpected fortune that should be enough to get his family through this tough time.
    

    

    
      Therefore, it was best to keep a low profile.
    

    

    
      Once he made up his mind, Chen Ming blew out the oil lamp and went to bed.
    

    

    
      In the following days, Chen Ming did not go to the Huo Residence and stayed home to stabilize his cultivation.
    

    

    
      Since he had just broken through, he couldn’t help but reveal some sharpness, which made it easy for others to notice. He needed to settle for a few days.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, over at the Huo Residence—
    

    

    
      Inside Huo Qianqian’s boudoir, she was dressed in a lake-green martial outfit, pacing around the room anxiously.
    

    

    
      Only when the footsteps of the maid Chunmei sounded outside the door did she quickly rush to open it and ask urgently, "Well? Did he come?"
    

    

    
      "No."
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian was deeply disappointed and slumped down on the bed, her delicate brows tightly furrowed. "Why hasn’t he come these past few days?"
    

    

    
      Chunmei whispered, "I heard there’s some trouble at his house?"
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that, Huo Qianqian quickly asked, "What happened?"
    

    

    
      But Chunmei hesitated to speak.
    

    

    
      "Oh, come on, just tell me already! You’re killing me here."
    

    

    
      "Miss, Young Master Wen has been back for two days now. He even brought you a gift especially, and you’re not even willing to meet him once. Yet you’re spending all day asking about another man…"
    

    

    
      Chunmei spoke timidly.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian was stunned at first, then flew into a rage. "What nonsense are you spouting? You even dare gossip about me now, huh? Want a beating?"
    

    

    
      She raised her hand as if to strike.
    

    

    
      Chunmei pleaded repeatedly, "Miss, I won’t dare again…"
    

    

    
      But Huo Qianqian wasn’t ready to forgive her yet. She hit her several times on the arm before finally venting her anger. "From now on, don’t ever mention that Wen fellow in front of me again."
    

    

    
      "Okay."
    

    

    
      Chunmei replied in a grievance-filled tone.
    

    

    
      "Now, tell me. What exactly happened at his house?"
    

    

    
      "Well… I only heard it from others, but it seems his family is arranging a marriage for him."
    

    

    
      "What—?"
    

    

    
      As Huo Qianqian was caught in a daze, a voice came from outside.
    

    

    
      "Qianqian, open up. I came to see you!"
    

    

    
      Chunmei, seeing that her mistress wasn’t responding, softly reminded her, "It’s the seventh young miss from the Zhang family."
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi, the seventh young miss of the Zhang family, was Huo Qianqian’s close friend. 
    

    

    
      She was also Chen Ming’s former fiancée.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian said softly, "Go open the door."
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi was seventeen this year, delicate and charming, wearing a light apricot-colored long dress. Once she entered the room, she immediately took Huo Qianqian’s hand and asked in surprise, "Qianqian, why are you dressed like this?"
    

    

    
      "I was about to go train. Why are you here?"
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi said with a touch of melancholy, "I’m about to get married. I wanted to come see you before the wedding."
    

    

    
      "So soon?"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian couldn’t help frowning. "You just broke off the engagement with the Chen family, and now you’re marrying someone else right away? Is that appropriate?"
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi said sorrowfully, "It’s my father’s order. What can I do?"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian sneered, "Your father is really a snob. I heard that back in the day, Chen Ming’s father saved your grandfather’s life. That’s why your two families arranged the engagement. But once Chen Ming fell into trouble, your family immediately turned their backs on him and broke off the engagement without a second thought. Now you’re rushing to marry someone else—it’s truly disgraceful."
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi felt extremely uncomfortable. 
    

    

    
      Though she knew everything Huo Qianqian said was true, being criticized to her face about her father was too much to bear. 
    

    

    
      She couldn’t help defending him, "My father had his own difficulties."
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian looked even more contemptuous. "Hah, ‘difficulties’? Do those two words justify such an ungrateful act?"
    

    

    
      "Huo Qianqian!"
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi grew angry. "How can you speak that way about my father?"
    

    

    
      "Hmph, if your father dares to do such things, he shouldn’t be afraid of people talking about it. I’m telling you now—your Zhang family will regret this one day."
    

    

    
      "You—"
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi was both hurt and aggrieved. 
    

    

    
      She never expected her friend to speak so harshly.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t bear to stay any longer. 
    

    

    
      Covering her face with her hand, she turned and left.
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      "Ah Ming, this second daughter of the Wang family is not only beautiful and courteous, but also a skilled cook. Everyone who has met her has praised her. Are you really not going to consider it?"
    

    

    
      After breakfast, Madam Wei asked this.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head and replied, “My ambition lies in martial arts. I have no intention of marrying for now. Sister-in-law, please reject them all for me.”
    

    

    
      Seeing how resolute his attitude was, Madam Wei didn’t press the matter further, though she couldn’t help but feel a bit regretful in her heart. 
    

    

    
      This second daughter of the Wang family matched her taste perfectly. If they could become sisters-in-law, it would have been ideal.
    

    

    
      What a pity.
    

    

    
      In recent days, the Chen family’s doorstep had practically been worn down by matchmakers.
    

    

    
      Previously, those people were all disdainful of Chen Ming, using him as a cautionary tale to lecture their own children. Yet almost overnight, his reputation had flipped, and he became the model child everyone admired.
    

    

    
      Let alone that he had no desire to marry. Even if he did, he wouldn’t choose these opportunistic families.
    

    

    
      Marrying into such a household would only invite endless trouble in the future.
    

    

    
      Just then, the maid Xiaohong came to report, “Second Young Master, there’s a young gentleman surnamed Deng outside who says he’s your friend.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly asked, “Where is he now?”
    

    

    
      “In the main hall.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming put down his chopsticks and went out. 
    

    

    
      Upon entering the hall, he saw Deng Ziyang in a green robe, standing with his hands behind his back in front of the wall.
    

    

    
      “Brother Deng, what brings you here?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang turned around and smiled, “I heard you haven’t gone to the Huo Residence these past few days and got a bit worried, so I came to check on you.”
    

    

    
      “Sorry to have made you worry, Brother Deng.”
    

    

    
      Soon, the maid Xiaohong brought over tea.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat down with Deng Ziyang and chatted casually.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang didn’t bring up the matter of Wanli Gambling House coming to collect debts. 
    

    

    
      He believed that with Chen Ming’s abilities, resolving such an issue was a breeze.
    

    

    
      If he brought it up himself, it would only seem like he was trying to curry favor and lower himself.
    

    

    
      After the small talk, Deng Ziyang finally got to the point. “I’m planning to take the martial examination and join the Six Doors. I’ll be setting out tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a little surprised. “Will your old man agree to that?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang smiled, “That’s not up to him.”
    

    

    
      Though he was smiling, there was a fierce gleam in his eyes. “That old man already has four sons and refuses to pass on his martial arts to me. Old Ghost Huo also doesn’t dare take me as his disciple. And I refuse to live a mediocre life. So, the martial exam is my only option!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could feel the unwillingness in his heart, as well as his yearning for the martial path.
    

    

    
      He raised his teacup in place of wine and solemnly said, “I wish Brother Deng all the best on this journey.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang also raised his cup and clinked it with his, laughing heartily, “I’ll take your good wishes!”
    

    

    
      After finishing the tea, he added, “Once I leave, what worries me most is our gang of brothers. I hope you can keep an eye on them for me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. They won’t listen to me. Only you can keep them in line. So Brother Deng, you’d better come back soon.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang laughed, “You’re wrong about that. They might not say it, but deep down, they really respect you. Over the past half month, thanks to sparring with you daily, they’ve all improved quite a bit.”
    

    

    
      “Oh right, help guide them more in saber techniques. Once I join the Six Doors, I’ll definitely need to use blades and firearms.”
    

    

    
      Saber techniques, huh.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought of the Eight Trigrams Saber he had just started learning and could only say, “I’ll try.”
    

    

    
      After wrapping up the main business, they moved on to casual chat.
    

    

    
      “I heard Wen Zehao is back. The Wen family has prepared generous betrothal gifts and will be going to the Huo family in a few days to propose. Why is that guy’s life so good? He’s become Huo Chengkun’s grandson-in-law, and the martial path is wide open for him.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s tone carried a trace of bitterness, lamenting how different people had different fates.
    

    

    
      He believed that in terms of talent and character, he was no worse than Wen Zehao. But just because he was the illegitimate son of the Giant Tiger Gang’s leader, such fortunes would never come his way.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recalled a saying and remarked, “All the gifts fate bestows upon us have long been secretly marked with a price. I dare say, in the future, his accomplishments will never match yours, Brother Deng.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang savored the words, finding them more meaningful the more he thought about them. His eyes gradually lit up, and he suddenly cupped his hands in a formal salute.
    

    

    
       With deep respect, he said, “Senior Brother Chen, I’ve learned something today.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly waved him off. “Brother Deng, what are you doing? You’ll embarrass me.”
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother, this is where we part.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang soon took his leave.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming escorted him all the way to the gate, watching him leave into the distance. In his heart, he silently thought, “Six Doors.”
    

    

    
      To better control the grassroots, the court of the Great Jin Dynasty implemented a dual-track system—civil matters were handled by the yamen, while military affairs fell under the Six Doors.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the imperial examinations also had both the civil exam and the martial exam.
    

    

    
      The smaller the locale, the greater the authority held by the Six Doors.
    

    

    
      In a major city like Qingfeng City, it was an unspoken rule that the head of the Six Doors led the officialdom, with civil officials playing a supporting role.
    

    

    
      If one could pass the martial exam and join the Six Doors, there would naturally be opportunities to learn profound martial techniques. However, the price for that was one's freedom.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors was not only a super sect but also part of the bureaucratic system. 
    

    

    
      In such a vast and complicated network, lacking connections meant one could be dragged into a deadly whirlpool at any moment, without even knowing how they died.
    

    

    
      If there were any other choice, Chen Ming would never willingly take this path.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In the latter half of the night, just after the hour of the rat, the entire city of Qingfeng had fallen silent.
    

    

    
      At the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      A shadow silently flipped over the inner wall, weaving its way through the darkness, avoiding the night patrols and the workers emptying chamber pots. 
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, the figure arrived in front of a hidden residence.
    

    

    
      The black shadow vaulted over the high wall, when suddenly the sound of a dog barking rang out.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      A pebble shot out. 
    

    

    
      With a whimper, the dog inside the yard collapsed and died on the spot.
    

    

    
      The shadow slipped through the courtyard and reached the rear residence. 
    

    

    
      He drew a thin short dagger and slid it into the door crack. After a few gentle twists, the latch opened.
    

    

    
      “Who’s there?”
    

    

    
      A wary voice came from inside the house.
    

    

    
      With a flicker, the figure in black entered the inner room and pointed the short dagger at Old Ghost Xiao on the bed, speaking in a hoarse voice, “If you don’t want your entire family dead, shut up.”
    

    

    
      The moment Old Ghost Xiao saw the movement technique the other had displayed, he was horrified and lost the will to resist.
    

    

    
      This was clearly a martial artist of the ranked grades.
    

    

    
      He forced himself to stay calm and said, “Good sir, let’s talk this through. The money is in the box under my bed. I’ll fetch it for you, just please spare my family’s lives.”
    

    

    
      “I’m here for money. Blame your bad luck. If you behave, I can spare your family.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, the man in black grabbed the belt by the bed and looped it toward Old Ghost Xiao’s neck.
    

    

    
      Terrified, Old Ghost Xiao caught a closer look in the dark at the eyes exposed under the mask. 
    

    

    
      They were clearly the eyes of a young man.
    

    

    
      A sudden thought struck him, and he cried out a name, “Second Young Master Chen, spare me...”
    

    

    
      The man in black froze.
    

    

    
      Old Ghost Xiao instantly knew he had guessed correctly. He racked his brain, trying to find a way to survive. “I truly meant no offense to your elder brother. Everything was the fault of my men acting on their own...”
    

    

    
      Seeing the black-clad figure tighten the belt around his neck, his soul nearly fled in terror. 
    

    

    
      Thinking of his family’s safety, he dared not fight back and could only beg, “I’m willing to offer a martial arts manual, just spare my life...”
    

    

    
      As soon as he finished, he felt the belt around his neck loosen slightly.
    

    

    
      Still using that hoarse voice, the man in black asked, “You have a martial arts manual?”
    

    

    
      “It’s absolutely true.”
    

    

    
      Old Ghost Xiao clung to this straw of hope. “I got it years ago from a destitute household. That man’s ancestors once had a fifth-grade expert... If the young master doesn’t believe me, I can retrieve it and show you.”
    

    

    
      “Where is it?”
    

    

    
      “Under the floorboard, the center plank, there’s a hidden compartment—ugh—”
    

    

    
      Just as he finished, the belt around his neck tightened violently. He struggled frantically, his eyes bulging. 
    

    

    
      After a while, his body stiffened and he lay motionless, dead with eyes wide open.
    

    

    
      The man in black hung his body from the beam, staging it to look like a suicide.
    

    

    
      Then, he lifted the bedding and searched thoroughly. 
    

    

    
      As expected, under one of the floorboards, he found a hidden compartment. 
    

    

    
      Inside was an oilcloth-wrapped book.
    

    

    
      He didn’t examine it closely. Wrapping it again in the cloth, he left the room and used a fishing line to pull the latch shut from the outside. 
    

    

    
      Only then did he disappear silently into the night.
    

    

    
      Under the cover of darkness, no one knew that a murder had just occurred here.
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      Chapter 18: Nameless Martial Arts Manual
    

    

    
      In the early morning, as the sun rose, warm sunlight spilled into the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat beneath the eaves, flipping through a book. 
    

    

    
      The material of the book looked like paper, yet it was extremely tough—it seemed to be made from the hide of some kind of animal.
    

    

    
      The book appeared to have some age, as the pages were slightly yellowed. 
    

    

    
      The characters written on them were different from the current mainstream script.
    

    

    
      There was no title on the cover, but judging from its content, it was indeed a martial arts manual.
    

    

    
      Such a manual with an unclear origin and not even a name—ordinary people would never dare to casually practice it.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming wasn’t afraid. 
    

    

    
      Whether this thing was real or fake, he would know as soon as he tried it.
    

    

    
      Before long, the maid Xiaohong came to call him for breakfast.
    

    

    
      He put away the nameless manual and went to eat.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After breakfast, Chen Ming left the house and headed toward the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      Over the past few days, he had adjusted his state of mind quite well. 
    

    

    
      Even during yesterday’s close interaction with Deng Ziyang, he hadn’t revealed anything.
    

    

    
      Besides, staying at home these days hadn’t earned him a single experience point, which made him a bit anxious.
    

    

    
      How could he grow stronger without experience points?
    

    

    
      Around nine in the morning, Chen Ming arrived punctually at the Huo Residence. After greeting the gatekeeper, he entered. However, he did not see Huo Qianqian’s maid Chunmei, which left him feeling somewhat disappointed.
    

    

    
      Then he thought again—her fiancé had returned. How could she still come and spar with him?
    

    

    
      Moreover, she was about to get married. By then, it would be even more impossible for her to come challenge him.
    

    

    
      In the future, one less source of experience points.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit regretful in his heart.
    

    

    
      Before long, he arrived at the training grounds.
    

    

    
      “Junior Brother Chen.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan was delighted to see him. “You’re finally here. Those kids talk about you every day.”
    

    

    
      “Fifth Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked into the pavilion and explained, “There were some matters at home these past few days. Sorry for making you worry.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Zhang Mingyu also walked over. “Hey, I heard the good news. Are you about to get engaged?”
    

    

    
      Over this period, Chen Ming had gotten along quite well with Zhang Mingyu. 
    

    

    
      The previous misunderstanding had long been put to rest. 
    

    

    
      After all, they saw each other every day—it wasn’t necessary to remain hostile.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan said, “I think it’s better not to rush. Marriage is a lifelong matter. Better to wait a few more years. If you can break through that major barrier, it wouldn’t be too late to marry then.”
    

    

    
      This was advice from someone with experience.
    

    

    
      Back then, he had been too eager to marry. 
    

    

    
      The wife he took, whether in terms of background or looks, was just average. Later, when he became a martial artist, it was too late for regrets.
    

    

    
      The sect’s rules included one: ‘A wife of humble origins must not be abandoned.’
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu, however, disagreed with him. “Fifth Junior Brother, don’t mislead the younger ones. Breaking through to become a martial artist is immensely difficult. Those without sufficient talent must remain grounded. Don’t harbor unrealistic fantasies—it only adds to one’s troubles.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan didn’t dare refute and simply said, “Senior Brother is right to admonish.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming kept his head down, sipping tea, and made no comment.
    

    

    
      In truth, Zhang Mingyu wasn’t wrong. It was just that Chen Ming wasn’t an ordinary person.
    

    

    
      Sensing the awkward silence, he changed the topic and asked about the famous experts that had emerged in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      On this topic, the two of them naturally spoke with great familiarity.
    

    

    
      “To speak of the most powerful expert from this area, it would be the ancestor of the Gu family two hundred years ago—a peak First Grade master. That secured the Gu family’s position as the top clan in this prefecture…”
    

    

    
      As the three of them chatted, they suddenly saw Wen Zehao appear on the training grounds, walking in their direction.
    

    

    
      Both Hong Mingquan and Zhang Mingyu fell silent at once, and the atmosphere turned awkward.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood up, ready to take his leave, not wanting to be an eyesore here.
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming.”
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, Wen Zehao called out to him, “You don’t need to leave. Come, sit and have a cup of tea.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt puzzled. 
    

    

    
      Why was this man acting hot and cold? Did he think this was child’s play?
    

    

    
      “No, thank you.”
    

    

    
      He declined politely and left the pavilion.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu found it strange. “Didn’t you dislike him? Why are you suddenly being so polite?”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao, however, sighed. He picked up the tea Fifth Senior Brother had poured him and drank it all in one gulp, his face full of regret. “I finally understand why Little Junior Sister is angry with me. It turns out she thinks I’m too petty.”
    

    

    
      Weren’t you?
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu and Hong Mingquan thought this in their hearts but didn’t say it aloud.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao didn’t notice their expressions. His tone was full of bitterness. “She helped Chen Ming because her close friend Zhang Xinyi came to ask her. Sigh, why didn’t she say so earlier? Just over this matter, Little Junior Sister still refuses to speak to me.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu stifled a laugh and said teasingly, “So, you plan to reconcile with Chen Ming and have him explain things to Little Junior Sister for you?”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      “Too bad, he didn’t seem too willing.”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao snorted, “He wouldn’t dare? I’m already giving him face!”
    

    

    
      At this point, Hong Mingquan interjected, “I actually think this isn’t a good idea. Little Junior Sister is extremely intelligent and hates those who play tricks. Junior Brother, you only need to treat Chen Ming normally and stop clashing with him. Once word of that reaches her, she’ll naturally understand.”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao shook his head. “Who knows how long that would take? Junior Sister’s birthday is coming up soon. I need her to forgive me before then. I’ll go find him now.”
    

    

    
      He left behind the pair of senior brothers, Zhang Mingyu and Hong Mingquan, who looked at each other speechlessly.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “You want me to explain to Miss Huo that you weren’t excluding me or trying to drive me away?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at Wen Zehao with shock after hearing his request.
    

    

    
      What kind of brain circuit would lead someone to say something like this?
    

    

    
      This emotional intelligence wasn’t even on par with a middle schooler.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao nodded. “Right. As long as you explain to Little Junior Sister, I’ll give you a Qi and Blood Pill.”
    

    

    
      His tone made it sound like he was offering charity.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought for a moment and said, “I can go explain it to Miss Huo. Best if we go together.”
    

    

    
      “That’s exactly what I had in mind.”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao was actually a little worried that he might talk behind his back to Little Junior Sister. 
    

    

    
      He had already decided to tag along.
    

    

    
      He pulled a bottle from his robe and handed over the payment first.
    

    

    
      Fifty taels secured.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming never had issues with money. 
    

    

    
      After confirming there was a Qi and Blood Pill inside, he tucked it directly into his robe.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      At the Xiao Residence, a crowd of Six Doors officers had already gathered early in the morning.
    

    

    
      A person had died here last night.
    

    

    
      At dawn, the Xiao Residence had sent someone to report the case.
    

    

    
      Three constables searched the scene. The oldest among them said, “When the body was discovered, the door was locked from the inside, and the windows were intact. There were no traces of a second person at the scene, and no other injuries on the deceased. This was suicide.”
    

    

    
      Another constable nodded in agreement with this conclusion.
    

    

    
      Only the youngest constable, his eyes sharp, said in a low voice, “I believe this was a murder. Look at the marks on the deceased’s neck—this wasn’t hanging. He was strangled.”
    

    

    
      The older constable sneered. “Since Lord Wang believes it’s murder, you investigate it yourself. When you find evidence and catch someone, then come back and overturn my conclusion.”
    

    

    
      With that, he flung his sleeve and left.
    

    

    
      After the two constables exited the Xiao Residence, the younger one sneered. “Truly a case of a calf not fearing the tiger.”
    

    

    
      The older constable said, “I’ve long seen that he’s an ambitious type. The new superior is young and surely wants to make a mark. This kid sees the opportunity—if he can earn some merit, he might just get the new superior’s favor.”
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      Chapter 19: Three Suns Body Tempering
    

    

    
      “...So that’s what happened.”
    

    

    
      Following Wen Zehao’s suggestion, Chen Ming explained everything once more to Huo Qianqian, who was standing opposite him.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian, dressed in a light-blue training outfit, listened expressionlessly, her eyes fixed on a newly budded flower on the nearby tea tree.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao, standing beside her, looked pleased with how she was taking it and seized the moment. “Junior Sister, Chen Ming and I started training here in the same year, and we’ve gotten along very well. Don’t believe anyone else’s slander…”
    

    

    
      Still, Huo Qianqian showed no reaction.
    

    

    
      Only her maid, Chunmei—who knew her well—realized things were in trouble. 
    

    

    
      She frantically shot glances at Wen Zehao, urging him to stop talking.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Wen Zehao saw nothing but Huo Qianqian and ignored everyone else.
    

    

    
      Once Chen Ming saw things were out of his hands, he took his leave.
    

    

    
      As soon as he left, Huo Qianqian’s cold eyes swept over Wen Zehao. “Wen Zehao, do you take me for a three-year-old?”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao was taken aback. “Where does that even come from?”
    

    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    

    
      She turned and walked away.
    

    

    
      Chunmei stomped her foot, disappointed, and gave him a glaring look before hurrying after her mistress.
    

    

    
      “Junior Sister…”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao called anxiously, but dared not enter the courtyard. 
    

    

    
      He just watched helplessly from the gate.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      What an idiot.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hadn’t walked far before hearing Wen Zehao’s aggrieved shouting and thought that to himself.
    

    

    
      If the Huo Residence ends up under someone like that, the future won’t be bright.
    

    

    
      He shook his head and returned to the training ground.
    

    

    
      Then he resumed sparring with the trainees.
    

    

    
      System Message: “You have defeated another Level 7 enemy and gained 2 experience points.”
    

    
      System Message: “You have defeated another Level 8 enemy and gained 2 experience points.”
    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu sat in the pavilion, leisurely sipping tea with Fifth Junior Brother. 
    

    

    
      Every so often he glanced over toward Chen Ming’s direction.
    

    

    
      That was why he didn’t object to Chen Ming being the trainees’ sparring partner—it made his life easier.
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming does have some talent in boxing,” he commented. “We haven’t seen him in a few days, but his form seems to have improved again.”
    

    

    
      He looked over at Hong Mingquan. “What do you think—at his level, would he be qualified to be an instructor?”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan smiled. “Chen Ming can handle those kids easily; he’s more than qualified to serve as an instructor.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu sipped his tea and tentatively asked, “Junior Brother, if I propose to our Master that he replace me in training these kids… do you think Master would agree?”
    

    

    
      “Hard to say. The Master probably won’t let an outsider become an instructor.”
    

    

    
      “Sigh.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu let out a soft sigh.
    

    

    
      Compared to staying here as an instructor teaching trainees, he longed even more to go out and make a name for himself. But the Master would never allow him to leave.
    

    

    
      Naturally, he dared not defy his Master’s orders.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s presence gave him a glimmer of hope.
    

    

    
      Whether it works out or not, at least he had to try.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      That entire morning, seventeen people came to spar with Chen Ming, gifting him a total of 34 experience points—considerably fewer than before.
    

    

    
      The silver lining was that the minimum experience per win had now become 2 points.
    

    

    
      He comforted himself with that thought.
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, Chen Ming returned to the Deng Residence to spar with Qi Jun and the others.
    

    

    
      “You finally made it, Senior Brother Chen…”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun and the others were extremely enthusiastic. 
    

    

    
      Ever since they learned that their big brother was going to take the martial examination, they too had become restless, filled with anticipation, waiting for the day he joined the Six Doors so they could make something great of themselves together.
    

    

    
      It was a rare occasion—Deng Ziyang’s eight underlings were all present.
    

    

    
      By the time Chen Ming left, he had earned 16 experience points.
    

    

    
      Altogether, that made 50 points.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Just like that, Chen Ming spent his days sparring with others to earn experience points, and his nights studying that martial art manual. 
    

    

    
      Life was very fulfilling.
    

    

    
      Half a month passed in a flash.
    

    

    
      That morning, just at dawn—
    

    

    
      In the courtyard stood a line of young boys, around ten years old, arranged from tallest to shortest, wobbling unsteadily as they stood in stance.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming held a discipline ruler in his hand, patiently correcting each of their postures.
    

    

    
      He said, “Same rule as always. The last three to hold out get malt candy.”
    

    

    
      As soon as they heard there was malt candy to be had, several of the little ones began to salivate, determined to win that sweet prize.
    

    

    
      After a while, some of them began to falter. Like a chain reaction, several gave up in quick succession.
    

    

    
      In the end, only four remained. 
    

    

    
      Their legs were trembling, but they still clenched their teeth and persevered.
    

    

    
      A little later, one of them finally dropped out.
    

    

    
      Three remained.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t call for a stop. 
    

    

    
      What followed was a contest between the final three.
    

    

    
      In the end, it was a boy named Li Jian who lasted the longest. 
    

    

    
      Though his clothes were the poorest in quality, his determination was the strongest.
    

    

    
      His family lived in the next alley. His father and elder brother were carpenters.
    

    

    
      After receiving his malt candy, Li Jian didn’t tear it open to eat it right away. Instead, he carefully tucked it into his chest.
    

    

    
      “Next, I’ll check if any of you were slacking.”
    

    

    
      After letting them rest and recover a bit, Chen Ming had them stand firm, then walked over and gave them each a push.
    

    

    
      Each push sent a boy tumbling over.
    

    

    
      System Message: “You have defeated another Level 0 enemy and gained 2 experience points.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      That was precisely why Chen Ming had taken these boys in.
    

    

    
      They provided easy experience points.
    

    

    
      This system was rigid—so long as he knocked someone down, it counted as a “defeat.” 
    

    

    
      Each time yielded at least two experience points.
    

    

    
      Even if the opponent was just a ten-year-old boy.
    

    

    
      These ten boys gave him 20 experience points per day.
    

    

    
      Far more effortless than serving as a sparring partner at the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      If someday he took in a hundred students, he’d gain 200 points a day.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming figured he’d basically found a way to exploit a bug in the system.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Around eight o’clock, the boys left.
    

    

    
      It had been agreed from the start—lessons would last an hour each morning.
    

    

    
      Then it was time for breakfast.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming ate while pulling up his system panel.
    

    

    
      Level: 10
    

    
      Current Points: 960
    

    
      Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Level 5, Perfection), Three Suns Body Tempering (Beginner 2/100)
    

    
      Martial Skills: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 27/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 55/100+)
    

    

    
      “So the unnamed manual is called Three Suns Body Tempering.”
    

    

    
      He was delighted.
    

    

    
      After spending half a month studying it, he had finally understood the cultivation method just last night.
    

    

    
      Next, he could start adding points to boost its proficiency.
    

    

    
      After finishing his meal, he returned to his small courtyard and added 100 points.
    

    

    
      Level: 10
    

    
      Current Points: 860
    

    
      Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Level 5 Perfection), Three Suns Body Tempering (Level 1 2/1000)
    

    
      Martial Skills: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 27/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Beginner 55/100+)
    

    

    
      Instantly, he felt a surge of heat coursing through his body, as if a mysterious transformation was taking place. 
    

    

    
      It was subtle, and he couldn’t quite discern its exact effect just yet.
    

    

    
      “Weird, the level 1 only requires 1,000 experience points?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found this a bit strange.
    

    

    
      When Iron Horse Stance reached the Level 5, it had needed a full 2,000 points. Why did this one need less after leveling up?
    

    

    
      “Looks like there’s still a lot about this system worth studying.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone called nervously from outside, “Second Young Master, an officer from the Six Doors is here.”
    

    

    
      Someone from the Six Doors?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression sharpened. He acknowledged the call and walked out.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the main hall, a constable wearing a black uniform sat assertively, blade at his waist and eyes sharp. 
    

    

    
      Though young, the official garb lent him an air of authority.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui sat beside him, clearly trying to remain composed, but visibly nervous. 
    

    

    
      Only when he saw his younger brother enter did he finally relax a little and hurriedly said, “This is Lord Wang from the Six Doors. He says he has some questions for you.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll leave you two to talk.”
    

    

    
      With that, he left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming studied the constable. 
    

    

    
      Black uniform—it meant he held the lowest rank in the Six Doors: Ninth Grade.
    

    

    
      Even so, he was still an official.
    

    

    
      And the old saying went—civilians should never go against officials.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming respectfully saluted. “Lord Wang, may I ask what you want to know? I’ll tell you everything I can.”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingyang was scrutinizing him as well, not missing a single detail. When he finally spoke, his tone was harsh and aggressive. “Was it you who killed Xiao Lin?”
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      Chapter 20: This Matter Must Be Strange
    

    

    
      “Killing someone?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming froze for a moment upon hearing it, then hurriedly said, “You can’t just say that without evidence. I’m a law-abiding citizen. You can’t falsely accuse a good person.”
    

    

    
      “Law-abiding?”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingyang sneered. “Just over a month ago, you committed a crime and were sent to prison, and you still claim to be a good citizen? I say you’re a repeat offender.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head vigorously. “I was framed. Sir, if you just investigate a little, you’ll see the truth.”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingyang shouted sternly, “Today, this official is investigating your murder of Xiao Lin. Confess honestly! Otherwise, you’ll be confessing in the prison of the Six Doors.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression changed. “Looks like you’ve already decided to pin this crime on me. You and I have no past grievances—why are you framing me? Do you think I’m easy to bully?”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingyang’s face turned stern. “This official targets no one unjustly. Whether you committed murder, you know best in your heart. If you confess, you’ll suffer less. In the prison, those people won’t be as easygoing as I am.”
    

    

    
      In the past half-month, he hadn’t found many useful clues. But relying on experience and instinct, he was sure the murderer had to be this Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      It was a simple deduction—if it had been one of Xiao Lin’s other enemies, they would’ve made it clear they’d taken revenge, leaving their name behind.
    

    

    
      Not disguised it as a suicide.
    

    

    
      Among those with such motive, who had recently developed enmity with Xiao Lin and possessed the strength to kill him, only Chen Ming fit.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the other party had cleaned up too well.
    

    

    
      Wang Mingyang couldn’t find any evidence. 
    

    

    
      Since that was the case, he simply came in person, determined to take him down no matter what today.
    

    

    
      As long as he confessed, no one could find fault.
    

    

    
      Wang Mingyang believed that Lord Zhao would be very pleased with this gift.
    

    

    
      Lord Zhao had just arrived and needed to establish his authority.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun, being a long-standing elder of the city, well-respected and with many disciples, never opposed the Six Doors. 
    

    

    
      He was the perfect person to use for establishing authority.
    

    

    
      He had inquired—this Chen Ming worked at the Huo Residence as a sparring partner for Huo’s disciples and was not a personal disciple of Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      Dealing with this man wouldn’t incur too much hatred from Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      But in the eyes of outsiders, Chen Ming was still an instructor at the Huo Residence. 
    

    

    
      Taking him down would also be a slap in the face to the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      It would serve the purpose of establishing authority without overly offending Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      Truly the perfect choice for making a statement!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “My lord!”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Rui, who had been eavesdropping outside, rushed in and spoke anxiously, “There must be some misunderstanding here. I swear on my life—my younger brother would never commit murder!”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingyang didn’t even glance at him. He just stared at Chen Ming, lifted his chin, and said coldly, “You hear that? Your brother wants to shield you. I’ll have to arrest him too. If you don’t want to drag your family into this, you’d best confess now. I’ll let him go.”
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui had never imagined that a constable of the Six Doors would use him to threaten his brother. 
    

    

    
      He was both shocked and furious, momentarily speechless.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming slowly straightened his slightly hunched back and stared directly at the Six Doors constable, his gaze growing sharper. “Are you sure you want to burn this bridge with me?”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingyang looked dismissive—until he heard a “crack-crack-crack” sound from Chen Ming’s body. His expression suddenly changed, and he blurted out, “Tendons and bones resonating? You reached the Ninth Grade?”
    

    

    
      How could this be?
    

    

    
      He was so shocked he couldn’t control his facial expression. 
    

    

    
      In an instant, his face turned extremely ugly.
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Second Brother reached the Ninth Grade?
    

    

    
      Still in shock and anger, Chen Rui was stunned when he heard this, staring at his brother in disbelief.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Wang Mingyang struggled internally for a moment, but in the end, he chose to leave.
    

    

    
      He was also a Ninth Grade martial artist, and he believed that with his own strength, he could subdue Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      However, before fully understanding the opponent’s background, it would be unwise to forge a deadly enmity recklessly.
    

    

    
      “Strange. Wasn’t it said that this boy had mediocre talent and couldn’t even stay in the Huo Residence? How did he suddenly become a Ninth Grade Martial Artist?”
    

    

    
      What was even stranger was—if he had that level of strength, how could he have been imprisoned over a month ago?
    

    

    
      If he had shown his cultivation, would Jinyuan Prosperity's boss have dared to treat him like that?
    

    

    
      The more Wang Mingyang thought about it, the more wrong it seemed.
    

    

    
      There was definitely something suspicious about this.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the Chen Residence, inside the main hall.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui looked at Chen Ming and asked haltingly, “Did you really… reach… Ninth Grade?”
    

    

    
      “Brother, don’t spread this around for now.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui’s breathing grew rapid, and he stammered, “You… mean… you really are… Ninth Grade?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the confirmation, Chen Rui’s eyes grew moist. “Before the ancestors in heaven, our Chen family… finally has a martial artist…”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he stumbled toward the back courtyard. 
    

    

    
      Judging by his behavior, he was likely going to the ancestral hall to offer this news to their parents and ancestors in the afterlife.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had wanted to say a few more words, but seeing him like that, he could only shake his head silently and let him go.
    

    

    
      Only then did he have time to reflect on today’s events.
    

    

    
      “Logically, the Six Doors normally don’t intervene in grudges between people in the martial world. Old Ghost Xiao was a loan shark, the scum of the streets—so what if he died? Why is this man surnamed Wang clinging to it like a dog with a bone?”
    

    

    
      He rifled through the original host’s memories. 
    

    

    
      He didn’t know this Wang constable at all, hadn’t even heard of him, let alone borne a grudge.
    

    

    
      There had to be something fishy going on here.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a growing sense of urgency in his heart. “This man surnamed Wang is definitely a hidden threat.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming arrived at the Huo Residence, he was two quarters of an hour later than usual.
    

    

    
      Today, the entire Huo Residence was filled with a joyful atmosphere. 
    

    

    
      Smiles lit the faces of every servant.
    

    

    
      Only then did he remember—today was the day Wen Zehao came to the Huo Residence to present the betrothal gifts.
    

    

    
      A few days ago, Huo Qianqian had just celebrated her sixteenth birthday, and according to tradition, she was now of marriageable age.
    

    

    
      It was said that on the day of her coming-of-age ceremony, the Huo Residence was very lively and many guests had been invited.
    

    

    
      But it had nothing to do with him. 
    

    

    
      That day, just like usual, he had gone to the Deng Residence in the afternoon and hadn’t attended the ceremony.
    

    

    
      When he arrived at the training grounds, only the students were practicing on their own.
    

    

    
      Fifth Senior Brother and Third Senior Brother were nowhere to be seen.
    

    

    
      Of course—since the groom’s side was coming to propose marriage, as part of the bride’s household, they naturally had to be present.
    

    

    
      Originally, the students had been lazily going through the motions. Without supervision, many were just slacking off, putting on a show.
    

    

    
      But as soon as Chen Ming appeared, they all snapped to attention. 
    

    

    
      One by one, they trained with fervor and energy, not daring to slack off in the slightest.
    

    

    
      By now, his authority among the students had already been firmly established. 
    

    

    
      It was earned through strength—no one could dispute it.
    

    

    
      He didn’t waste any time and said, “Who’s up first today?”
    

    

    
      The students immediately began clamoring.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother Chen, it’s such a joyful day today—do we still have to train?”
    

    

    
      “Exactly, Seventh Senior Brother is getting engaged. Don’t you want to go watch the fun and soak up some good luck?”
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother Chen, when are you getting married?”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Quiet, all of you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a loud shout, suppressing their chatter. “As the saying goes—'A fist must never leave the hand, a song must never leave the mouth.' Skip one day and your reflexes slow. Skip two, and you lose half your skill. A martial artist must never slack off for even a single day.”
    

    

    
      Seeing how strict he was, the students didn’t dare argue further. 
    

    

    
      They quieted down and, just like usual, took turns sparring with him.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After the sparring ended, around midday, 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming still hadn’t seen Hong Mingquan, so he left first. 
    

    

    
      He figured he could ask tomorrow.
    

    

    
      That afternoon, he again went to the Deng Residence to serve as a sparring partner for Deng Ziyang’s gang of younger brothers.
    

    

    
      And just like that, the day passed.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning.
    

    

    
      At 9 a.m., Chen Ming arrived at the Huo Residence on time, but immediately noticed something strange—the usual cheer was gone from the servants’ faces.
    

    

    
      He didn’t dwell on it and went to the training grounds, where he found Hong Mingquan and Zhang Mingyu sitting in the pavilion, drinking tea as usual. 
    

    

    
      Only today, both of their expressions looked rather grim.
    

    

    
      His gut told him—something had happened.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hesitated for a moment, wondering if he should approach, but then saw Zhang Mingyu wave him over.
    

    

    
      He walked over and sat down. Before he could even speak, Zhang Mingyu sighed and said, “You weren’t here yesterday—something major happened at the residence.”
    

    

    
      He asked cautiously, “What happened?”
    

    

    
      “Little Junior Sister—she called off the engagement.”
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      Chapter 21: Sworn Brothers
    

    

    
      "Not getting married anymore?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was completely stunned, his mind filled with question marks. He looked at Zhang Mingyu and saw that he didn’t seem to be joking — after all, it wasn’t something to joke about.
    

    

    
      He then turned to Hong Mingquan and noticed his serious expression, confirming that this matter was indeed real.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but draw in a sharp breath. 
    

    

    
      This young lady was truly willful — suddenly saying she wouldn’t get married anymore, and choosing to inform the other party only on the day they came to propose.
    

    

    
      He even felt a bit sorry for Wen Zehao.
    

    

    
      For a moment, he didn’t know how to react. After a while, he muttered quietly, “How… how could this happen?”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan wore a bitter expression and said, “Who knows what Junior Sister is thinking. Just a single sentence — ‘I won’t marry’ — nearly drove Master to a fit of rage. That was the first time I saw him that angry. He almost slapped her…”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu said, “I think Junior Sister might be in love with someone else.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan jumped in fright, quickly looked around, and seeing that the other students weren’t paying attention to them, he reproached, “Third Senior Brother, you can’t say things like that carelessly.”
    

    

    
      “Oh come on, everyone knows what’s going on. Junior Sister never objected to the engagement before. We’d even tease her about it sometimes, and she’d just blush shyly. Why the sudden refusal? It must be because she has someone else she likes.”
    

    

    
      “You can’t say that for sure. Junior Sister had a fight with Seventh Junior Brother these past few days. She’s just throwing a tantrum.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu shook his head, “Even if Junior Sister is a bit spoiled, she’s not so immature that she’d use marriage to act out in anger.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan still didn’t believe it. “How is that possible? In terms of looks and character, few in the whole of Qingfeng City can match Seventh Junior Brother. How could Junior Sister fancy anyone else?”
    

    

    
      “Why not? Chen Ming isn’t bad. Maybe Junior Sister likes him.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled by his words. “Don’t joke about that — that could get someone killed.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu laughed heartily, “Relax, just teasing you. Look how scared you got.”
    

    

    
      “That’s not something to joke about. If Senior Brother Wen hears this, won’t he hate me forever?”
    

    

    
      “That’s true. If Seventh Junior Brother finds out who Junior Sister likes, he might really kill someone.”
    

    

    
      “Fifth Senior Brother, keep your voice down…”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Qian’er, be honest with Grandpa — did you fall in love with someone?”
    

    

    
      Inside Huo Qianqian’s boudoir, Huo Chengkun sat in the outer room and finally asked the question.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian was lying on the bed and answered stiffly when she heard him.
    

    

    
      “Then why do you suddenly refuse to marry Seventh Brother?”
    

    

    
      “I just don’t want to marry. If you force me, I’ll die to prove my resolve. If my parents were still alive, they would never have forced me… sob sob…”
    

    

    
      Hearing his granddaughter cry, Huo Chengkun felt a headache coming on.
    

    

    
      Even though he knew she was faking it, he still couldn’t harden his heart. 
    

    

    
      The blame lay in how he spoiled her too much when she was young, raising her to be this headstrong.
    

    

    
      Since childhood, every time she cried and lamented about being a parentless child, his heart would soften, and he’d give in to whatever she wanted.
    

    

    
      But this time, he wouldn’t yield so easily.
    

    

    
      If she could be this capricious even about something as important as marriage, what would happen in the future?
    

    

    
      While he was still alive, he could protect his granddaughter.
    

    

    
      But what if he passed away one day?
    

    

    
      So, he decided to toughen up and said, “Qian’er, if you don’t want to marry, fine. But you have to agree to one condition.”
    

    

    
      The crying on the bed ceased immediately. “What condition?”
    

    

    
      “Within one year, if you can reach the Ranked Martial Artist level, then you can decide for yourself whether you want to marry in the future. But if you can’t, then you’ll follow Grandpa’s arrangement and marry obediently.”
    

    

    
      The beaded curtain lifted, and Huo Qianqian, her hair in disarray, stepped out from within. “I agree.”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun extended his hand. “Let’s seal it with a clap.”
    

    

    
      “Never going back on my word.”
    

    

    
      With a solemn expression, Huo Qianqian stepped forward and clapped her hand against her grandfather’s.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had spent the entire morning immersed in gossip, which brought a dash of excitement to his otherwise monotonous daily routine.
    

    

    
      At noon, as usual, he headed to the Deng Residence.
    

    

    
      Once he reached the backyard, he spotted Deng Ziyang’s figure.
    

    

    
      Surprised and delighted, he called out, “Brother Deng, you’re back?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang smiled and said, “The martial examination is over. Naturally, I returned. Come, let me introduce you to two friends I made.”
    

    

    
      He pointed to the two young men sitting nearby. “This is Guan Peng, from Guan Fortress, skilled with the broadsword.”
    

    

    
      “This is Zhuang Xiaotian, from Guangtong, a master of throwing knives.”
    

    

    
      “I met both of them in the provincial capital.”
    

    

    
      “This is Chen Ming, my senior brother. We trained under Master Huo together.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang introduced the three of them to one another.
    

    

    
      “Pleasure to meet you.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng and Zhuang Xiaotian responded politely, but it was clear they didn’t take Chen Ming seriously.
    

    

    
      From Deng Ziyang’s introduction alone, they could tell Chen Ming wasn’t a martial artist, and naturally, he didn’t register on their radar. Out of respect for Deng Ziyang, they offered a few courtesies.
    

    

    
      The three began chatting about their experiences in the provincial capital.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat quietly to the side, unable to join in, simply listening.
    

    

    
      “Only after going to the provincial capital did I realize how narrow-minded I was. Talents abound across the world. The Five Talents of Jiangzhou are all about our age and have already reached the Sixth Grade,” Guan Peng said.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang replied, “No need to belittle yourself, Brother Deng. Those five are all heirs of major sects or prominent families. If we had their background, we might not lose to them.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian added, “They just started ahead of us. Once we enter the Six Doors, who knows what the future holds?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After listening for a while, Chen Ming understood that the so-called “Five Talents of Jiangzhou” were five outstanding young martial artists under twenty from Jiangzhou, already at the Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      No wonder Deng Ziyang seemed somewhat disheartened.
    

    

    
      Comparing oneself to others could drive one to despair.
    

    

    
      Listening to Guan Peng and Zhuang Xiaotian’s words, he also understood why Deng Ziyang would become friends with them — they were all ambitious young men.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang sighed again, “Fortunately, the sons of noble families and disciples of great sects rarely take part in the martial exams. Otherwise, how would we ever stand out?”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng laughed, “The imperial court established the Six Doors precisely to counterbalance aristocratic clans and sects, so naturally, there are restrictions. Besides, how could those pampered noble sons endure the hardships of the Six Doors?”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian said with emotion, “For us from humble origins, rising up is extremely difficult. Entering the Six Doors is dangerous, but it’s our only path forward.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Deng Ziyang slapped the table and exclaimed passionately, “You’re right! It’s precisely because it’s hard that we must unite. Why don’t we become sworn brothers today? Once we’re in the Six Doors, we can look out for one another.”
    

    

    
      “Excellent!”
    

    

    
      “Just what I was thinking.”
    

    

    
      All three were clearly fired up.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang suddenly looked over at Chen Ming, seemingly wanting to include him as well.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly said, “That’s wonderful. Let me serve as witness for the three of you, how about that?”
    

    

    
      “Good!”
    

    

    
      “Agreed.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng and Zhuang Xiaotian immediately accepted, not even giving Deng Ziyang a chance to speak.
    

    

    
      Thus, under the witness of Chen Ming and a few of Deng Ziyang’s subordinates, the three swore a blood oath and became sworn brothers.
    

    

    
      They arranged their seniority by age: Deng Ziyang was the eldest, Guan Peng second, and Zhuang Xiaotian the youngest.
    

    

    
      They immediately began calling each other accordingly.
    

    

    
      In his happiness, Deng Ziyang sent someone to buy wine — they would drink to their hearts’ content.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Because of this commotion, Chen Ming’s sparring with them was delayed.
    

    

    
      As the wine flowed, Qi Jun suddenly stood up, his face flushed red, and declared, “Senior Brother Chen, I truly admire your skill in unarmed combat. Today, I’d like to challenge you in saber techniques. Do you dare accept?”
    

    

    
      As soon as the words were spoken, the crowd erupted in cheers.
    

    

    
      “Let’s do it then.”
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming wouldn’t refuse and agreed on the spot. With a thought, he opened his panel.
    

    

    
      [Level: 10]
    

    

    
      [Current Points: 964]
    

    

    
      [Techniques: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level, Perfected), Three Yang Body Tempering Technique 
    

    

    
      (First Level 2/1000)]
    

    

    
      [Martial Skills: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 27/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique 
    

    

    
      (Beginner 55/100+)]
    

    

    
      He began adding points to the Eight Trigrams Saber Technique.
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      Chapter 22: Mastery of the Saber Technique
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spent over two hundred points in one go to raise the “Eight Trigrams Saber Technique” to “Proficient.”
    

    

    
      Instantly, countless insights about this saber technique flooded his mind, as if he had painstakingly trained it for ten years.
    

    

    
      【Level: 10】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 714】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level Perfection), Three Suns Body Tempering (First Level 2/1000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 27/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Proficient 5/500+)】
    

    

    
      To be safe, Deng Ziyang had someone bring over a wooden saber.
    

    

    
      With the saber in hand, Chen Ming naturally felt a surge of confidence.
    

    

    
      In the Huo Residence, one was not even allowed to touch weapons until they had trained in martial arts for at least three years.
    

    

    
      For low-grade martial artists, mastering a weapon could make it possible to defeat stronger opponents. After all, everyone was made of flesh and blood; if struck at a vital point by a blade, they would still be injured, or even killed.
    

    

    
      Of course, to achieve such a feat, one’s weapon mastery had to far surpass the opponent’s.
    

    

    
      In reality, gaining real combat experience was no easy task for an average martial artist. If you practiced with someone you trusted, you’d subconsciously hold back, and the training wouldn’t be realistic. If you sparred with someone you didn’t trust, the risk of injury to either party was too high—blades had no eyes.
    

    

    
      Generally speaking, only when one had trained to the point where they had fully mastered a weapon and could no longer make further progress through mere practice, would they venture out into the world. 
    

    

    
      This was commonly known as “completing one’s apprenticeship.”
    

    

    
      Qi Jun was from a gang and had already slashed people and seen blood several years ago. That was his trump card. 
    

    

    
      Today, emboldened by alcohol, he sought to reclaim his dignity from Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      I can’t beat you in fists—can’t I best you in saber techniques?
    

    

    
      “Please.”
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming made a gesture of invitation, Qi Jun did not hesitate. He raised his wooden saber high and slashed down at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      Chen Ming deflected the strike with precision.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun immediately changed his move. The two clashed with speed.
    

    

    
      Thud, thud, thud...
    

    

    
      Wooden sabers collided rapidly.
    

    

    
      Onlookers felt their blood boil, shouting with excitement.
    

    

    
      Even though they were wooden sabers, with the strength both fighters possessed, a real hit would certainly cause injury—far more dangerous than barehanded combat.
    

    

    
      At the banquet, Guan Peng had originally not paid much attention, but after watching for a while, he suddenly exclaimed, “This Brother Chen’s saber technique flows so smoothly—it’s truly exceptional.”
    

    

    
      This was also Deng Ziyang’s first time seeing Chen Ming use a saber. His mastery was in no way inferior to his fist techniques. Deng was secretly amazed.
    

    

    
      This Senior Brother Chen had such outstanding talent in both fist and saber techniques.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian sighed, “What a pity. If he never becomes a martial artist, it will all be for nothing.”
    

    

    
      For martial artists, cultivation level was the foundation. Once one attained a ranking, they could easily overpower ordinary people. No matter how refined your techniques were, I could knock your weapon out of your hand with a single strike—what could you do then?
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      At that moment, the wooden saber in Qi Jun’s hand was sent flying.
    

    

    
      He stood there in a daze for a moment, then said bitterly, “I lost.”
    

    

    
      【You have once again defeated an LV7 enemy. Gained 2 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Is there anyone else who would like to try?”
    

    

    
      “I will.”
    

    

    
      Someone immediately responded. It was Peng Ruizhao.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Thus, what began as a fist sparring session turned into a saber technique contest.
    

    

    
      Most of these people hadn’t studied the “Eight Trigrams Saber Technique,” so Chen Ming didn’t dare to be careless. He treated each match seriously, first observing and understanding the opponent’s saber style before launching counterattacks.
    

    

    
      After eight bouts, the experience points for his “Eight Trigrams Saber Technique” had unexpectedly increased by two—a pleasant surprise.
    

    

    
      He was about to return to his seat when he suddenly saw Guan Peng stand up, looking slightly drunk as he said, “Your saber technique is not bad. Do you still have the stamina? Spar with me for a few moves.”
    

    

    
      Before Chen Ming could speak, Deng Ziyang quickly interjected, “Second Brother, how could Senior Brother Chen be your match? If you want to spar, I’ll do it with you.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng burst out laughing. “Big Brother, don’t worry. I just got excited watching the action and had an itch to fight. I won’t hurt him. Brother Chen, do you dare exchange a few moves with me?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “If Brother Guan is willing to give me some guidance, that couldn’t be better.”
    

    

    
      He had just been fretting over not being able to find a Ninth Grade opponent. This was the perfect opportunity to test his own strength.
    

    

    
      However, it probably wouldn’t be enough like this.
    

    

    
      He opened his panel and once again maxed out the proficiency of the “Eight Trigrams Saber Technique.”
    

    

    
      【Level: 10】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 231】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level Perfection), Three Suns Body Tempering (First Level 2/1000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 27/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      Saber Technique Mastery!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt countless insights on saber techniques flood his mind.
    

    

    
      When he grasped the wooden saber again, it felt completely different. 
    

    

    
      This wooden saber felt incredibly familiar, as if it had become an extension of his own body.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng vaguely sensed something different about him, but didn’t take it too seriously and asked, “Do you need to rest?”
    

    

    
      “No need.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “Oh, by the way, there’s something I need to tell you. I’m also a Ninth Grade martial artist.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng was slightly taken aback.
    

    

    
      The scene suddenly fell silent. 
    

    

    
      Everyone stared at him in astonishment.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang, who had been drinking, spat out his wine and nearly choked. He asked in shock, “You… what did you say? When did you become Ninth Grade?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t explain much. He simply stretched his body slightly, and immediately, crackling sounds echoed from his joints.
    

    

    
      Tendons and Bones Resounded in Harmony!
    

    

    
      The surroundings erupted in an uproar.
    

    

    
      Senior Brother Chen had actually become a Ranked Martial Artist?
    

    

    
      He had become ranked, yet still practiced with them every day as a sparring partner?
    

    

    
      My goodness, I’ve been sparring every day with a Ninth Grade martial artist?
    

    

    
      So righteous!
    

    

    
      Truly too righteous.
    

    

    
      Qi Jun and Peng Ruizhao were both overwhelmed with excitement.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “He really is Ninth Grade.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng’s gaze sharpened. 
    

    

    
      The alcohol had completely left him, and his expression turned serious. 
    

    

    
      The fighting spirit in his eyes grew stronger. He tossed aside the wooden saber. “This thing doesn’t feel right. Why don’t we use our own weapons?”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming agreed and borrowed a longsaber from Deng Ziyang.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng used a broadsaber with an especially long hilt—over fifty centimeters—suitable for two-handed use. The blade was also thicker and wider than usual.
    

    

    
      Just looking at the saber, one could tell it was immensely powerful.
    

    

    
      Its drawback was its lack of agility.
    

    

    
      Before they began, Deng Ziyang stood up and said, “Let me say a word before you two start. One of you is my sworn brother, and the other is my senior brother. You can spar, but keep it measured. I don’t want to see either of you get hurt.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Guan Peng both agreed without hesitation.
    

    

    
      “Please.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng was quite gracious. Since he had issued the challenge, etiquette dictated that he allow the opponent to make the first move.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming lightly ran his fingers along the blade, feeling its curvature and balance. Then he performed the move “Hidden Edge of the Thick Earth,” signaling courtesy and that he would not take advantage.
    

    

    
      “Well done!”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng swept his broadsaber with a motion that belied its size, moving with astonishing speed.
    

    

    
      Daring to wield such a unique weapon—he clearly had real skill.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming responded with a move called “Cloud Dragon Reveals Its Scales,” barely managing to block the strike.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      A resonant clash rang out.
    

    

    
      His tiger’s mouth went numb, and a notch had already formed on his blade.
    

    

    
      The opponent had the advantage in both strength and weapon—this wasn’t a situation to brute force through.
    

    

    
      Swish, swish, swish...
    

    

    
      He followed up with “Three Slashes of Primordial Heaven,” each slash targeting Guan Peng’s weakest points, forcing him to retreat three steps.
    

    

    
      In just a few brief exchanges, blades flashed rapidly.
    

    

    
      The onlookers were dazzled and mesmerized. 
    

    

    
      Duels between ranked martial artists like this were not something they had many chances to witness. 
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the two were moving so fast that most couldn’t clearly see what was happening.
    

    

    
      The only ones who could follow the fight were Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian. Their eyes were fixed intently on the match, and suddenly, they both clapped and shouted, “Good!”
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the two in the arena had exchanged more than ten moves.
    

    

    
      The fight looked evenly matched, blow for blow.
    

    

    
      But Deng Ziyang noticed that Chen Ming still seemed at ease, while Guan Peng had already resorted to his trump techniques.
    

    

    
      He felt even more shocked.
    

    

    
      This kid had really hidden his strength well—silently breaking through to the Ninth Grade without anyone knowing. And now, showcasing such exquisite saber techniques?
    

    

    
      At the same time, a deep question welled up in his heart. 
    

    

    
      With Chen Ming’s talent, why had Huo Chengkun not noticed? Why had he let someone like that leave?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was nothing like him—his background was clean, and his temperament was steady. He was the perfect disciple. There was no reason Huo Chengkun would have let him go...
    

    

    
      As his thoughts churned, the two figures in the arena had already reached a boiling point in the battle.
    

    

    
      After over fifty exchanges, the two suddenly separated, standing four to five meters apart, and neither made another move.
    

    

    
      “Why aren’t they fighting anymore?”
    

    

    
      That was what the eight subordinates were thinking.
    

    

    
      “Has the match been decided?”
    

    

    
      That was the question in Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian’s minds.
    

    

    
      Just then, Chen Ming cupped his fist and said, “Thanks for letting me win.”
    

    

    
      He had actually won?
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      Guan Peng held the long saber in a reverse grip, letting the tip rest against the ground. He lowered his head, staring at the tear on his chest where his clothing had been slashed, and said hoarsely, “I’ve lost. Thank you for showing mercy.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, he turned and walked away, clearly too ashamed to stay any longer.
    

    

    
      “Second Brother.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang looked worried and wanted to chase after him, but was held back by Zhuang Xiaotian. “Big Brother, let him go. Let him cool off for a bit.”
    

    

    
      “This... sigh.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang could only sigh.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian turned to look at Chen Ming, who still stood in the center of the courtyard, his gaze heavy with thought.
    

    

    
      This man’s strength had certainly surprised him, but what left the deepest impression was that earlier, both he and Guan Peng had spoken to him with a dismissive tone, and yet the man remained composed, showing not the slightest hint of displeasure.
    

    

    
      Such depth of character was what made him truly terrifying.
    

    

    
      If it had been him, and he possessed such superb saber techniques, he would have erupted on the spot if anyone had dared to slight him.
    

    

    
      He sighed with emotion. “Your senior brother is truly one who hides his capabilities well.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang smiled bitterly. “You may not believe me when I say this, but I truly had no idea he was this strong. Otherwise, I never would’ve kept it from you just now.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV11 enemy. Gained 100 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw the notification pop up and was delighted—one hundred points!
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that the man was actually a level higher than him.
    

    

    
      “Looks like improving martial technique proficiency is the right path after all.”
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking this, he heard Deng Ziyang half-jokingly complain, “Senior Brother, you really kept me in the dark. When did you become a Ranked Martial Artist?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and explained, “Brother Deng, you wrongly accuse me. I only broke through half a month ago. I saw you today for the first time since then and hadn’t had a chance to mention it.”
    

    

    
      With that explanation, it truly wasn’t his fault.
    

    

    
      Only then did Deng Ziyang feel at ease and said, “Congratulations, Senior Brother. You’ve finally become a martial artist.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the sincerity in his tone, Chen Ming responded earnestly, “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian took this opportunity to step forward and cupped his fists apologetically. “Earlier, I was blind to your ability and slighted you. I hope Brother Chen can forgive me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped up and helped him up. “Brother Zhuang, you’re too kind. I was the one who hid my strength. I should be the one apologizing. Come, I’ll drink as a penalty.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, it should be me who is punished.” Zhuang Xiaotian downed three cups in a row to show his sincerity.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang chimed in, “I think you two just want to use this as an excuse to drink all my fine wine!”
    

    

    
      With that, any lingering awkwardness between them dissipated.
    

    

    
      The three sat back down and resumed drinking. The atmosphere changed; they now spoke of martial arts.
    

    

    
      The more they chatted, the more they clicked. Even as night fell, none of them wanted to part ways.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming originally intended to go home, but Deng Ziyang insisted on him staying, sending someone to inform the Chen family and hosting him for the night.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Night fell. In the backyard.
    

    

    
      “This Eight Trigrams Saber Technique appears simple, but it contains many subtle variations. For example, this move, ‘Milky Way Reverses’...”
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming spoke, he demonstrated with his saber.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian sat attentively, watching him break down each variation and explain in great detail.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang had studied the Eight Trigrams Saber Technique before and naturally gained much from this.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian hadn’t studied it, but through analogy, he gleaned many insights into problems he had encountered in combat, so he too listened intently.
    

    

    
      This was why the two of them liked discussing martial arts with Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      He genuinely taught them things.
    

    

    
      Their conversation went on until late into the night.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian suddenly bowed to Chen Ming. “Thanks to Brother Chen’s guidance today, many doubts in my heart were resolved.”
    

    

    
      “Please don’t.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming helped him up and said, “It was just an exchange, not really guidance. If Brother Zhuang doesn’t mind, let’s spar sometime. You’ll be joining the Six Doors eventually, and you’ll inevitably have to fight others. More combat experience can only help.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian was deeply moved. “I would love that.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang added, “Count me in. It would be perfect if Second Brother could join us as well.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately said, “It’s settled then. Tomorrow afternoon.”
    

    

    
      He had invested all this effort in befriending Zhuang Xiaotian for this exact reason. 
    

    

    
      Now, he had finally achieved his goal.
    

    

    
      A single win yielded a hundred experience points. If he could spar daily, even if he only earned a few dozen each time, it would be worth the effort.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Early morning. Before dawn.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang came to the courtyard where Guan Peng lived and heard the sound of weapons slicing through the air inside—he was practicing his saber.
    

    

    
      Since his defeat to Chen Ming yesterday, Guan Peng had been training nonstop, only stopping late at night.
    

    

    
      Clearly, that loss had dealt a heavy blow to him.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang stood outside for a while and waited until Guan Peng finished before pushing open the door. “Second Brother, good morning.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng was seated cross-legged on a stone bench with his broadsword resting across his legs. Upon hearing the voice, he opened his eyes and called, “Big Brother.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang tried to console him. “Victory and defeat are common in martial arts. Don’t take it too hard.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your concern, Big Brother. That battle yesterday made me realize how lacking my saber skills are. Once I join the Six Doors, I might not even be able to hold my ground.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang saw that he wasn’t upset about losing to Chen Ming, and was finally relieved. He said, “Second Brother, training alone behind closed doors won’t get you far. Third Brother and I have arranged to spar with Senior Brother Chen this afternoon. Would you like to join us?”
    

    

    
      A trace of hesitation crossed Guan Peng’s face. He recalled the shame of being defeated by Chen Ming the day before.
    

    

    
      Back home, he had been a prodigy—none of his peers could rival him. Yesterday was the first time he’d lost to someone his age. The feeling was a devastating blow.
    

    

    
      He didn’t want to experience that kind of humiliation a second time.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng gritted his teeth and made a decision. “Count me in!”
    

    

    
      Losing to Chen Ming had indeed been a crushing experience.
    

    

    
      But it had also made him realize the shortcomings in his saber technique and shown him a direction for improvement. For him, that was a huge benefit.
    

    

    
      Opportunities like this didn’t come often.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang said happily, “That’s great.”
    

    

    
      With more interactions, it would naturally help his Second Brother and Chen Ming resolve their misunderstandings and differences.
    

    

    
      One was a sworn brother, and the other a respected senior brother—he hoped the two could get along well.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After leaving Guan Peng’s place, Deng Ziyang went to find Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just woken up. He wasn’t practicing martial arts; instead, he sat leisurely in the courtyard, admiring the flowers.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother, what refined taste you have.”
    

    

    
      “Good morning.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “The scenery here is really lovely. Seeing such a view in the morning lifts one’s spirits.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang said, “With your current strength, Senior Brother, if you wish, it won’t be long before you can live in a place like this yourself.”
    

    

    
      That wasn’t false. 
    

    

    
      For a Ninth Grade Martial Artist, making money wasn’t particularly difficult.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming didn’t have much desire for wealth. 
    

    

    
      He didn’t want to spend too much effort chasing after money—he’d leave that to his elder brother.
    

    

    
      He said, “There’s something I’d like to ask Brother Deng.”
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming then recounted in detail how the constable from the Six Doors, Officer Wang, had come to his door, and finally asked, “I have no enmity with that man. Why would he come after me? If I hadn’t coincidentally just broken through to the Ninth Grade, I might not be dead, but I’d have been skinned alive.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang didn’t answer immediately. He tapped his fingers lightly on the stone table, deep in thought.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t in a hurry. He picked up his cup and took a sip.
    

    

    
      After a moment, Deng Ziyang said, “If I’m not mistaken, he wasn’t actually targeting you.”
    

    

    
      “Then who?”
    

    

    
      “Because you work as a sparring partner in the Huo Residence, but you’re not Huo Chengkun’s disciple. Using you as a scapegoat wouldn’t deeply offend Huo Chengkun, yet it would damage the reputation of the Huo Residence. That way, he achieves his goal of making a statement.”
    

    

    
      With that explanation, Chen Ming generally understood, though he still had doubts. “What benefit does that bring him?”
    

    

    
      “Because in the Six Doors, only through making achievements can one earn merit. With enough merit, one can gain access to the Six Doors’ martial vault and learn advanced martial arts.”
    

    

    
      “For the sake of merit, never mind Huo Chengkun—even if it were the Gu Family, as long as there’s an opportunity, they’d dare to take a shot too.”
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      "By the way, I heard that Wen Zehao got his engagement annulled. Is it true?"
    

    

    
      After discussing the main business, Deng Ziyang brought up a big piece of gossip. 
    

    

    
      He had heard it that morning from one of his servants and had come specially to ask Chen Ming about it.
    

    

    
      He wore an expression full of gloating, not bothering to hide his dislike for Wen Zehao.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded and said, "It's true."
    

    

    
      "Hahaha..."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang burst into hearty laughter. "Heaven has eyes! I knew it. How could all the good things always fall into his lap?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, "Do you have some sort of grudge against him?"
    

    

    
      "Not really, I just can’t stand the sight of him."
    

    

    
      Got it—just plain jealousy.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang asked with great interest, "Then why did Huo Qianqian suddenly refuse to marry him? Did she fall for someone else?"
    

    

    
      "Not sure. But since it’s blown up like this, I doubt it’ll end well."
    

    

    
      "Now this is going to be fun to watch. That old ghost Huo isn’t young anymore—who knows how many years he’s got left. Now that the engagement between Huo Qianqian and Wen Zehao is off, the happiest ones are probably his disciples. Heh, just wait and see. When he kicks the bucket, those disciples will scramble for the inheritance."
    

    

    
      "With Huo Chengkun’s level of cultivation, living another twenty years shouldn’t be a problem."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt Deng Ziyang was worrying over nothing.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang chuckled, "You don’t know the half of it. Think about it—why do you think that old ghost Huo, with his cultivation, has been holed up in the Huo Residence all this time, never stepping outside?
    

    

    
      "A Sixth Grade expert, doing something like running a martial school and taking in so many disciples. Don’t you think that’s a bit beneath him?"
    

    

    
      Hmm?
    

    

    
      Now that he mentioned it, it did seem a bit odd.
    

    

    
      There were quite a few martial schools in Qingfeng City, but most of their owners were Seventh or Eighth Grade martial artists.
    

    

    
      Sixth Grade placed someone among second-tier experts in the entire Great Jin Dynasty.
    

    

    
      According to the rules of the martial world, Third Grade and above were considered first-tier.
    

    

    
      Fourth to Sixth Grade were second-tier.
    

    

    
      Seventh to Ninth Grade were third-tier.
    

    

    
      Unranked were not considered notable.
    

    

    
      In Qingfeng City, a Sixth Grade expert was already among the top.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Brother Deng, stop keeping me in suspense."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang lowered his voice and said into his ear, "I once heard the old man say that the old ghost Huo probably has some chronic internal injury. All these years, he’s been buying all sorts of precious medicinal ingredients just to suppress the condition. Who knows when it might flare up and kill him."
    

    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a little surprised. 
    

    

    
      He had unexpectedly caught wind of an even juicier piece of gossip.
    

    

    
      "This isn’t really a secret in Qingfeng City. That old ghost Huo is just trying to find someone to pass down his legacy and take care of his granddaughter. But he’s blind as a bat to actually favor someone like Wen Zehao, that fancy-pillow type. Now that the marriage fell through, he might’ve made an enemy instead."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang wore a schadenfreude-laced expression.
    

    

    
      Clearly, he held a serious grudge against Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t quite know how to respond to that.
    

    

    
      After all, he didn’t have any grudge against Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      Right now, he was working at the Huo Residence, so in a way, Huo Chengkun was his boss. 
    

    

    
      It wouldn’t be good to badmouth him behind his back.
    

    

    
      He lowered his head and tactically took a sip of water.
    

    

    
      "By the way, do the people at the Huo Residence know that you’ve become a Ranked Martial Artist?"
    

    

    
      "I haven’t told them."
    

    

    
      "Wonder what their expressions would be if they found out. Especially that Zhang Mingyu—he’s always looked down on you."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled faintly.
    

    

    
      He naturally wouldn’t go out of his way to reveal that he had become a Ninth Grade Martial Artist just to give Zhang Mingyu and the others a little shock. 
    

    

    
      That might even get him kicked out of his training partner job.
    

    

    
      It had to be said, Deng Ziyang was indeed a friend worth having.
    

    

    
      He was probably extremely curious as to how someone with average talent like Chen Ming had managed to become a martial artist—but he didn’t ask a single thing.
    

    

    
      Such people, who understood boundaries, were quite rare.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At nine o'clock, Chen Ming arrived at the Huo Residence on time to continue his sparring partner duties.
    

    

    
      When he got to the training field, he saw that neither Hong Mingquan nor Zhang Mingyu were around. 
    

    

    
      The students were gathered in small groups, chatting idly.
    

    

    
      As soon as they saw him, they all stood up straight with respectful postures and greeted in unison, "Greetings, Senior Brother Chen."
    

    

    
      Last time, they had been just as lazy and casual, and during practice, Chen Ming had given each of them a solid beating. 
    

    

    
      Now, they had all become obedient.
    

    

    
      Seeing that their attitude was decent, Chen Ming let it go.
    

    

    
      He issued instructions: beginner students were to practice stance training, while intermediate students whose names were called were to come spar with him. Everyone followed his orders without a fuss.
    

    

    
      Just like that, the morning quickly passed.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan and Zhang Mingyu never showed up; no one knew where they had gone.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming dismissed the students to continue with their respective routines, then left the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, Chen Ming sat with Deng Ziyang and the others, discussing martial arts.
    

    

    
      At first, Guan Peng wore a cold expression and said little.
    

    

    
      He had a fire in his heart, determined to redeem himself from the humiliation he had suffered.
    

    

    
      But as the conversation went on, the expression on his face began to shift—eventually showing signs of surprise.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was openly explaining the key principles of his saber technique.
    

    

    
      As an expert himself, Guan Peng could tell right away that Chen Ming wasn’t holding anything back.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng grew restless in his seat. Was he even supposed to be hearing this?
    

    

    
      Soon, he was going to spar with Chen Ming, and listening to all this felt like cheating.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming’s voice kept flowing into his ears, and the content was incredibly enticing. 
    

    

    
      When it reached a critical point, Guan Peng’s eyes lit up with excitement.
    

    

    
      So that’s how it was!
    

    

    
      It could be done like that?
    

    

    
      Several doubts he had held in his heart instantly cleared up. 
    

    

    
      He felt an overwhelming urge to go test it out immediately.
    

    

    
      When he came to his senses, he looked at Chen Ming with a complicated gaze.
    

    

    
      This man was so selfless—willing to share even such profound insights into his saber technique.
    

    

    
      Finally, Guan Peng couldn’t hold back and asked, “Brother Chen, you’ve told us the secrets of your saber technique—aren’t you afraid that during our spar later, I might defeat you?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming remained calm and replied, “If you can defeat me, I’d be glad. That would help me discover the flaws in my technique.”
    

    

    
      These words filled Guan Peng with shame. In comparison, he had been brooding over losing a single move yesterday. Their mindsets were worlds apart.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian praised, “Brother Chen, your magnanimity is truly admirable.”
    

    

    
      Even Deng Ziyang couldn’t help but feel inferior. 
    

    

    
      He asked himself honestly—if he were in Chen Ming’s position, he definitely wouldn’t reveal the secrets of his saber technique so freely, not even to sworn brothers.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming observed their reactions and knew his goal had been achieved.
    

    

    
      Who wouldn’t want a friend willing to share knowledge and skills selflessly?
    

    

    
      He took the opportunity to say, “Let’s begin. Who wants to go first?”
    

    

    
      “I’ll go!”
    

    

    
      The first to speak up was Deng Ziyang. He smiled and said, “You two juniors don’t need to fight me for it. I’ve known Senior Brother the longest and have never had the chance to spar with him.”
    

    

    
      Since he put it that way, Guan Peng and Zhuang Xiaotian naturally had no objections and stepped aside.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang wielded a sword. “My sword technique is called ‘Chasing Wind’. I came upon it by chance. It’s quite exquisite, so Senior Brother better be careful.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming raised his saber and said loudly, “Please, show me!”
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      In the courtyard, only Guan Peng and Zhuang Xiaotian stood as spectators. 
    

    

    
      Once Chen Ming and Deng Ziyang began their match, they watched with unblinking eyes, afraid to miss a single detail.
    

    

    
      They had seen Deng Ziyang demonstrate his swordsmanship before—graceful, elegant, and incredibly swift—it had seemed quite formidable.
    

    

    
      Now, when put into actual combat, it turned out to be rather underwhelming.
    

    

    
      It was agile, yes, but lacked strength.
    

    

    
      Though fast, it failed to inflict any real harm.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng only needed a short while before understanding the essence of Deng Ziyang’s sword technique. 
    

    

    
      He thought to himself, “I thought Big Brother’s swordsmanship was impressive, but it turns out it’s all style and no substance.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian shared a similar sentiment.
    

    

    
      As for Deng Ziyang himself, he felt utterly miserable. 
    

    

    
      It was as though he had strength but nowhere to use it, and a deep sense of frustration welled up inside him.
    

    

    
      After more than thirty exchanges, his sword momentum began to falter. He suddenly halted, let out a breath of stale air, and said with a bitter smile, “Senior Brother, your saber technique is superb. I’m no match for you.”
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV10 enemy and gained 50 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cupped his hands and said, “Brother Deng’s swordsmanship is also quite exquisite. It’s just that you lack combat experience, which allowed me to suppress you.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang took it as mere courtesy and felt even more bitter inside. 
    

    

    
      He had trained in this sword technique for so many years and believed his strength was considerable. Yet, he couldn't even defeat Chen Ming, who had just made a breakthrough.
    

    

    
      This battle nearly shattered all his confidence.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he understood how Guan Peng felt yesterday. 
    

    

    
      The intense sense of humiliation made him want to run away and hide somewhere where no one could see him.
    

    

    
      However, he held it in.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The second match was between Zhuang Xiaotian and Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      He proposed, “Brother Chen, I’m not skilled in blades or swords. How about we compare fists instead?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no objections and readily agreed.
    

    

    
      So, the two began sparring with fists in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang had often watched Chen Ming sparring with his subordinates and was very familiar with his Three Talents Fist. At the time, he hadn’t thought much of it.
    

    

    
      Now, seeing him fight Zhuang Xiaotian, Chen Ming remained just as composed and confident as usual.
    

    

    
      His posture was exactly the same as when he sparred with Qi Jun and the others.
    

    

    
      “He’s going easy on Third Brother!”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang suddenly realized this and felt a storm surge in his heart.
    

    

    
      This wasn’t sparring—it was practically feeding moves to Zhuang Xiaotian!
    

    

    
      “Was he also feeding moves to me earlier?”
    

    

    
      No!
    

    

    
      Impossible!
    

    

    
      He had just broken through to the Ninth Grade. 
    

    

    
      How could that be?
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang didn’t want to think about it any further.
    

    

    
      After a few dozen moves, Chen Ming narrowly claimed victory with a single move.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian admitted defeat respectfully, “Brother Chen, your fist techniques are brilliant. I’m sincerely impressed.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The third match was Guan Peng’s turn.
    

    

    
      Although he had suffered a crushing defeat at Chen Ming’s hands yesterday, his fighting spirit remained high. 
    

    

    
      With the lessons learned from that loss, he was confident that he wouldn’t be defeated so easily this time.
    

    

    
      “Please.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming made a gesture of invitation.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng immediately launched his attack. 
    

    

    
      At that moment, his mind was filled with thoughts of how to defeat his opponent.
    

    

    
      As soon as they clashed, Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian, watching from the side, could clearly feel the difference—Guan Peng’s saber moves had become sharper and more aggressive.
    

    

    
      They were shocked. 
    

    

    
      Just one day had passed, and Guan Peng had already improved this much?
    

    

    
      Even so, Chen Ming still handled him with ease.
    

    

    
      After observing for a while, Deng Ziyang noticed something odd—Chen Ming really seemed to be feeding moves to Guan Peng. 
    

    

    
      Their exchange was almost identical to yesterday’s.
    

    

    
      As expected, after dozens of moves, Chen Ming once again claimed a narrow victory with a single strike.
    

    

    
      Looking at Chen Ming’s serious expression, Guan Peng said, “Brother Guan, you really have improved rapidly. I only won by a hair.” For a moment, his heart was filled with mixed emotions.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      【You have once again defeated an LV11 enemy and gained 50 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw the notification and felt delighted.
    

    

    
      Even defeating someone one level above him a second time still granted 50 points.
    

    

    
      Noticing that the three of them had their heads down and the atmosphere was a little gloomy, he realized they were feeling disheartened after losing to him.
    

    

    
      They were all hot-blooded young men, in their prime age for competition. Losing like this was a heavy blow to their pride.
    

    

    
      This wasn’t good.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself: if this continued, after a few more losses, they probably wouldn’t want to spar with him again. 
    

    

    
      Their confidence would be completely shattered.
    

    

    
      He had to think of something...
    

    

    
      Got it!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spoke up, “You guys haven’t sparred with each other before, right? Why not take this opportunity to have a match amongst yourselves?”
    

    

    
      This suggestion made all three of them stir. They looked at each other.
    

    

    
      “That’s right, I can’t beat Chen Ming, but surely I can beat the other two?” The same thought flashed through all three minds almost simultaneously.
    

    

    
      While watching earlier, each of them had thought the others weren’t much—weaknesses were quite obvious. They believed they could easily win.
    

    

    
      It was the perfect chance to regain a bit of confidence.
    

    

    
      “Alright!”
    

    

    
      “Great idea.”
    

    

    
      “Just what I was thinking.”
    

    

    
      All three agreed in unison.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After some polite pushing, Deng Ziyang went up against Guan Peng first.
    

    

    
      Both were full of confidence, but once they clashed, they were instantly surprised.
    

    

    
      “How is his saber so fast?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang was shocked. Guan Peng’s saber looked heavy, but its speed was no slouch. 
    

    

    
      Though not as fast as his sword, it was by no means sluggish.
    

    

    
      It put enormous pressure on him.
    

    

    
      Nothing like the slow and clumsy moves he saw while spectating.
    

    

    
      “How is his sword technique so sharp?”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng was equally stunned. Deng Ziyang’s swordplay wasn’t just quick—it targeted his weaknesses precisely, forcing him to give it his all. 
    

    

    
      A single misstep, and he would lose on the spot.
    

    

    
      They both felt like the other had been pretending earlier. 
    

    

    
      They dropped all underestimation and focused entirely, not daring to relax for even a moment.
    

    

    
      Watching from the side, Zhuang Xiaotian felt like both had transformed. 
    

    

    
      The sword and saber techniques shocked him. “How did they suddenly become so strong?”
    

    

    
      After dozens of exchanges, neither could gain the upper hand.
    

    

    
      Eventually, both exhausted, they stopped simultaneously in tacit agreement, calling it a draw.
    

    

    
      Due to the energy spent, the next rounds of sparring were postponed to the next day.
    

    

    
      Soon, they dispersed and returned to their respective courtyards to practice on their own.
    

    

    
      After this battle, all three of them came to understand—it wasn’t that their sworn brother was too weak. 
    

    

    
      It was that Chen Ming was too strong, which made their own flaws seem more glaring. In truth, the three of them were evenly matched.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In a flash, a month had passed.
    

    

    
      That morning, as Chen Ming pushed open the door, he felt a trace of chill. 
    

    

    
      Looking up, the sky was dark, and the courtyard was scattered with fallen leaves.
    

    

    
      He inhaled the desolate morning air and thought, “Winter is coming.”
    

    

    
      By the time he had washed up, more than twenty young boys were already standing in the courtyard. 
    

    

    
      The oldest was around thirteen or fourteen, the youngest about nine. 
    

    

    
      All were children from nearby households, sent here to learn martial arts.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming didn’t refuse. 
    

    

    
      The more the merrier. 
    

    

    
      Teaching ten was the same as teaching twenty.
    

    

    
      The news that he had become a martial artist had eventually spread.
    

    

    
      That day when his eldest brother went to pay respects to their late parents, his sister-in-law overheard.
    

    

    
      Then, her maid Xiaohong accidentally let the news slip, and soon it spread like wildfire.
    

    

    
      So more and more people began sending their children over. 
    

    

    
      Learning some martial skills was ideal, but even if they didn’t learn much, building ties with the Chen family was still worthwhile.
    

    

    
      That was the general thinking of the families who sent their kids.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming taught for an hour as usual, then went to have breakfast. 
    

    

    
      At the table, only his sister-in-law Madam Wei and his young nephew were present. He asked, “Where’s Big Brother?”
    

    

    
      “Your brother didn’t come home last night.”
    

    

    
      “Something happened?”
    

    

    
      “Seems like there was a problem with the medicinal ingredients,” Madam Wei only knew a little and didn’t seem too worried. With Ah Ming at home now, she had more confidence. 
    

    

    
      Unlike before, she wasn’t easily flustered over small issues.
    

    

    
      “I see.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t say much, but deep down he knew it probably wasn’t a small problem.
    

    

    
      His brother was a family man, never one for nightlife. 
    

    

    
      The last time he stayed overnight at the pharmacy was when Chen Ming was imprisoned.
    

    

    
      “Ah Ming, your courtyard can’t remain without help forever. Now that more people are coming to learn martial arts, you’ll need someone to assist. I’ve found two clever ones. Do you want to meet them?”
    

    

    
      “Sister-in-law, you decide.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t care much about it.
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      At nine o’clock, Chen Ming swayed along in a carriage, slowly arriving outside the gates of the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      The carriage had been specially bought for him by his elder brother, Chen Rui. 
    

    

    
      It was a very ordinary carriage for daily use. 
    

    

    
      Together with the old horse pulling it, the total cost had been about one hundred taels.
    

    

    
      In truth, he didn’t need a carriage. But his brother insisted on buying one, saying that Chen Ming now had a status to maintain. Going out without even a carriage would make others look down on him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t refuse. 
    

    

    
      He had given the money to his brother and wouldn’t interfere with how it was spent.
    

    

    
      As soon as he got off the carriage, he saw that the main gate of the Huo Residence was open. 
    

    

    
      The old steward and the gatekeepers were all waiting at the entrance, which immediately told him that an important guest was arriving today.
    

    

    
      Normally, he entered through the side gate.
    

    

    
      The main gate being open meant a distinguished guest was about to arrive.
    

    

    
      So, he got back into the carriage and said to the driver, “Old Zhang, let’s go to the back gate.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Driver Old Zhang turned the horse’s head and headed toward the back gate.
    

    

    
      Before they even left the alley, Chen Ming heard the sound of hooves approaching—several riders.
    

    

    
      He lifted the curtain and peeked out the back, seeing five riders slowly coming from the other end of the street. 
    

    

    
      Two women and three men, all with longswords hanging at their waists, looking weathered and travel-worn.
    

    

    
      Leading them was an old woman with graying hair and a face etched by the wind. Her eyes were sharp like lightning. One look, and it was clear she was a master.
    

    

    
      “These must be the guests coming to visit,” Chen Ming thought. 
    

    

    
      As expected, he saw the five stop in front of the Huo Residence and speak to the approaching old steward, “Take me to see Huo Chengkun.”
    

    

    
      She was blunt the moment she opened her mouth, directly calling him by name.
    

    

    
      It didn’t feel like they were here with friendly intentions.
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking this, the carriage turned into a small alley, and he could no longer see what was happening at the gate.
    

    

    
      “Who exactly are those five?”
    

    

    
      He felt a little curious.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had originally wanted to ask Hong Mingquan, but when he arrived at the training field, both Hong Mingquan and Zhang Mingyu were not there. 
    

    

    
      Only a group of students were waiting to greet him.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Inside Huo Qianqian’s courtyard at the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      She had gotten up before dawn to practice and had just finished. 
    

    

    
      She took a towel from her maid, Chunmei, and wiped the sweat from her face.
    

    

    
      “Miss, the Seventh Young Master is here again,” Chunmei whispered.
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian didn’t care much.
    

    

    
      Chunmei gathered her courage. “Miss, are you still angry with him?”
    

    

    
      “Chunmei.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian handed the towel back to her and said, “You’re sixteen this year. I’ll let you go home and get married.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t want to get married. I only want to serve you, Miss.”
    

    

    
      “Do you really not want to?”
    

    

    
      Chunmei turned pale with fright. With a thud, she dropped to her knees and pleaded, “Miss, I won’t dare again. Please don’t send me away…”
    

    

    
      In the end, Huo Qianqian couldn’t bear it. She said, “From now on, don’t say things like that in front of me again.”
    

    

    
      Just then, she saw her grandfather push open the door and walk in. He said to Chunmei, “Leave us.”
    

    

    
      Chunmei, as if receiving a great pardon, bowed her head and quickly left.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun frowned and said, “Qianqian, you need to work on your temper…”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian cut him off, displeased. “Grandfather, are you here this early just to scold me?”
    

    

    
      He sighed internally and got to the point. “About what I told you last night—have you thought it over?”
    

    

    
      “What thing?”
    

    

    
      “About sending you to the Xiaoshui Sect…”
    

    

    
      “Oh, that thing. I’m not going. I’m doing just fine here. Why should I go to that damn Xiaoshui Sect and take someone else as my master?”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun said, “Your grandfather’s martial arts aren’t suitable for you. The Xiaoshui Sect is composed entirely of women. Only there can you learn techniques that truly suit you. Besides, the Xiaoshui Sect is a renowned and prestigious school. Your grandmother was once a disciple there. With that connection, they will naturally protect you well.”
    

    

    
      “I already said, I’m not going.”
    

    

    
      “This time, you don’t get to decide!”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun suddenly slapped the table—crack!—and the solid wooden table split from the force. He shouted, “You’re going whether you like it or not!”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian was stunned. Her face turned pale, and tears welled up in her eyes. “You’re yelling at me—”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun hardened his heart. With a stern face, he said coldly, “This time, your Second Senior Sister will escort you there. You’ll depart immediately. Juan’er, come in.”
    

    

    
      A woman around thirty walked in from outside. 
    

    

    
      She wore a white robe and had a white flower tucked into her hair, symbolizing recent widowhood. 
    

    

    
      She was none other than his second disciple, Du Juan.
    

    

    
      “Pack your things now and prepare to leave. Juan’er, keep an eye on her.”
    

    

    
      Du Juan responded, “Yes, Master.”
    

    

    
      Then Huo Chengkun left.
    

    

    
      Du Juan looked at Huo Qianqian with a blank expression. “Junior Sister, please don’t make things difficult for me.”
    

    

    
      A sense of foreboding welled up in Huo Qianqian’s heart. 
    

    

    
      She asked anxiously, “Second Senior Sister, did something happen?”
    

    

    
      “Nothing happened.”
    

    

    
      “That’s impossible. Something must have happened. Otherwise, Grandfather wouldn’t be acting like this.”
    

    

    
      Du Juan fell silent for a moment, then said, “Master’s junior sister is here.”
    

    

    
      Master’s junior sister?
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian was stunned.
    

    

    
      In her memory, many years ago—she must’ve been seven or eight—her grandfather’s junior sister had visited once. 
    

    

    
      She was a fierce old lady.
    

    

    
      Afterward, her grandfather had remained in a foul mood for a long time.
    

    

    
      But she had been too young then to understand what had happened between them.
    

    

    
      “What is she here for?”
    

    

    
      “No idea,” Du Juan said seriously. “Junior Sister, I promised Master I would take you to the Xiaoshui Sect. He said if all else fails, I can knock you out.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Master.”
    

    

    
      Just as Huo Chengkun stepped out of the small courtyard, the old servant hurried over to report, “They’ve arrived.”
    

    

    
      His face turned grave. 
    

    

    
      They had come so quickly.
    

    

    
      He had only received the news yesterday, and they had already arrived this morning.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even have time to send Qianqian away.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun said, “Take me to them.”
    

    

    
      The old servant led him to the main hall, where he saw an old woman seated at the center, and a young girl in blue standing beside her.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun smiled and said, “Eight years have passed, but Junior Sister, you are still as elegant as ever. This must be your new disciple? She carries some of your bearing from back in the day—much better than my disappointing disciples.”
    

    

    
      The old woman sat motionless, the tea before her untouched. 
    

    

    
      She stared coldly at him without speaking a word.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun waved his hand, signaling the old servant to leave.
    

    

    
      The girl in blue beside the old woman also withdrew.
    

    

    
      Only the two former sect siblings remained in the hall.
    

    

    
      The old woman finally spoke. “It’s been eight years. Among all the disciples you’ve taken, has a single one managed to master the fifth level of the Iron Horse Stance?”
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun sighed. “Junior Sister, you’re already seventy-five. Why cling to this obsession?”
    

    

    
      The old woman snapped, “Huo, you may have forgotten the annihilation of our sect and live like a coward, skulking around to survive. But I have not forgotten! I still live in this world only for revenge!”
    

    

    
      “If I don’t kill those bastards and avenge my father, brothers, husband, and children, I don’t deserve to live!”
    

    

    
      Her voice was shrill and piercing, each word soaked in blood and hatred.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun’s face twitched.
    

    

    
      How could he not hate?
    

    

    
      Nearly all his loved ones had also perished in that catastrophe.
    

    

    
      But their enemies were far too powerful—so powerful it was hopeless. He couldn’t even defeat one of their subordinates. 
    

    

    
      The injuries he suffered back then still hadn’t fully healed.
    

    

    
      How was he to take revenge?
    

    

    
      “Junior Sister…”
    

    

    
      The old woman cut him off before he could finish. “I know you have a precious granddaughter. I won’t force you. But—you must hand over the Sword Manual.”
    

    

    
      “I told you before, the Sword Manual is not with me…”
    

    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    

    
      The old woman let out a cold snort. Her voice turned icy. “Today, you’re handing it over whether you want to or not. If you don’t, don’t blame me for forgetting our past sect ties.”
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      “Senior Brother Chen, did something big happen again today?”
    

    

    
      After the routine sparring session ended, one bold student asked Chen Ming this question.
    

    

    
      Every time something significant occurred, Hong Mingquan and Zhang Mingyu would be absent. 
    

    

    
      The last time was when Huo Qianqian rejected the marriage proposal from Wen Zehao.
    

    

    
      Something major must have happened today.
    

    

    
      These students had already started whispering among themselves in private.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw the gossipy looks on their faces, as if all of them were hoping for some drama to spice up their otherwise dull training life. 
    

    

    
      No one seemed to think it was a bad thing. He said, “It’s nothing. Just that an important guest has arrived at the residence. Alright, all of you, go back.”
    

    

    
      The students grew even more curious and pressed him about who the important guest was.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming ignored them and walked off.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know either.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to pass through the courtyard gate, he saw a man with a dogtail grass stalk in his mouth, a long sword in his arms, leaning against the moon gate.
    

    

    
      Huh, wasn’t this one of the five people who arrived today?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recognized him at a glance, gave a slight nod, and proceeded to pass through the moon gate.
    

    

    
      The man extended his sword, blocking his path.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Why are you blocking my way, brother?”
    

    

    
      The man looked him up and down with interest and asked, “Which disciple of Master Huo are you?”
    

    

    
      He shook his head. “I’m not a disciple of Master Huo.”
    

    

    
      “You’ve trained the Three Talents Fist quite well. It’s rare to see someone so patient, willing to feed moves to those younger kids. If I’d had a senior brother like you when I first started learning martial arts, I would’ve mastered Three Talents Fist much faster.”
    

    

    
      “You flatter me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming responded modestly.
    

    

    
      This man referred to Huo Chengkun as ‘Shibo’, which meant he was a fellow disciple of Huo.
    

    

    
      Seeing that the man had no intention of letting him pass, Chen Ming asked directly, “May I ask why you’re blocking my path, senior brother?”
    

    

    
      The man spat out the dogtail grass and smiled. “You can’t leave yet. You need to come with me.”
    

    

    
      “What if I refuse?”
    

    

    
      The smile on the man’s face faded. “Don’t force me to use force.”
    

    

    
      “…Where to?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had always been reasonable.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know this man’s background, so he naturally wouldn’t act rashly.
    

    

    
      Besides, the situation was unclear.
    

    

    
      This man dared to behave so boldly in someone else’s home, clearly disregarding the host. What was he relying on?
    

    

    
      The man couldn’t help but laugh. “You really know how to read the room, brother. Come with me.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed the man all the way to the front courtyard, still wondering what these people had come to the Huo Residence for.
    

    

    
      As soon as he entered the courtyard, he saw two people engaged in combat.
    

    

    
      One of them was the usually reclusive Senior Brother Zhao An, wielding a long saber.
    

    

    
      His opponent was one of the five riders they had seen that morning, using a longsword.
    

    

    
      In the courtyard, saber energy slashed violently while sword energy loomed with chilling precision.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was instantly captivated.
    

    

    
      Both of them were at least of the Eighth Grade cultivation. Fights of this level weren’t easy to come by.
    

    

    
      Besides the two combatants, several others were in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu, Hong Mingquan, Wen Zehao, Huo Qianqian, and even the married Second Senior Sister Du Juan were all present. 
    

    

    
      Among Huo Chengkun’s disciples, all were present except for the Fourth and Sixth Disciples.
    

    

    
      However, they all looked disheveled, their clothes torn in several places.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu even had visible injuries.
    

    

    
      It seemed they had just gone through a battle—and had suffered quite a loss.
    

    

    
      In contrast, the man and woman on the other side appeared calm and composed.
    

    

    
      The woman in blue even complained, “Second Senior Brother, what took you so long?”
    

    

    
      The man who brought Chen Ming smiled. “This Huo Residence is huge. I almost got lost.”
    

    

    
      “Is he one of Huo Chengkun’s disciples too?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “Then why’d you bring him?”
    

    

    
      “I feel he must be closely connected to Master Huo.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t pay attention to their conversation, his focus entirely on the two fighting in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      He imagined himself in that battle and realized he wouldn’t last even three moves against either of them.
    

    

    
      After all, the difference in cultivation was too great.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the saber and sword techniques they used were far more advanced than the Eight Trigrams Saber Technique.
    

    

    
      After watching for a while, he suddenly felt something was off. “Strange, why do their moves look so similar?”
    

    

    
      Though one used a saber and the other a sword, their techniques were almost identical, only differing slightly in style.
    

    

    
      Zhao An’s technique should be Huo Chengkun’s most famous one, the Five Elements Saber Technique, passed down only to direct disciples.
    

    

    
      As for the man wielding the sword—even if he was from the same sect—using sword techniques that mirrored saber techniques… could it be that the founder of this sect was just lazy?
    

    

    
      At this point, the fight had reached a fever pitch.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could feel Zhao An going all out. His saber danced like a blur of light, so fast it was nearly invisible.
    

    

    
      His opponent, however, countered complexity with simplicity, thrusting forward with a single strike.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      A resounding clash.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eardrums rang painfully. He saw a long saber flying into the air, spinning several times before embedding itself into the ground with a metallic thud.
    

    

    
      Zhao An stood there dazed, the skin between his thumb and index finger torn, his hand trembling uncontrollably. He seemed unable to accept the fact that he had been defeated.
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      “What a brilliant move—‘Golden Crow Falls to Earth’!”
    

    

    
      “Haha, all of you lost!”
    

    

    
      The two men and one woman nearby clapped and cheered.
    

    

    
      The expressions on the faces of those from the Huo Residence grew even uglier. Huo Qianqian bit her lip tightly, her eyes turning red, and she almost drew blood from her lips.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the courtyard, the man with the sword sheathed it and said flatly, “Your strength is not bad. Unfortunately, turning sword techniques into saber techniques meant you strayed from the right path from the start. Naturally, you’re not my match.”
    

    

    
      At these words, Zhao An abruptly looked up, his eyes filled with sorrow and rage. He shouted, “Guo, I lost because my skills are inferior. Don’t you dare slander my sect’s saber techniques.”
    

    

    
      The man didn’t argue with him. He simply said, “Whether that’s true or not, ask your master yourself. Now then, since all of you have been defeated by my fellow disciples, as agreed beforehand, you should be at our mercy.”
    

    

    
      At this, the faces of Zhang Mingyu, Hong Mingquan, and the others changed dramatically.
    

    

    
      Zhao An, however, stood tall and said boldly, “Since I lost, I have nothing more to say. Kill me or torture me, do as you please!”
    

    

    
      The man surnamed Guo turned around and shouted toward the main hall, “Master Huo, you heard all of that, didn’t you? As long as you listen to my master and hand over the item, your nephew won’t trouble your disciples. But if you refuse, don’t blame me for being ruthless!”
    

    

    
      A moment later, Huo Chengkun’s voice came from the hall. “Junior Sister, why must you do this? I’ve already told you—the item is not with me…”
    

    

    
      Then came a sharp voice from an old woman. “Senior Brother, do you still not understand? You’ve been here for over a decade, devoted to teaching disciples, and you’ve reshaped our sect’s sword techniques into saber techniques to pass on to them. But what’s the use? They can’t even defeat my disciple.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother, you want to pass on our sect’s legacy through these means, but doing so will only weaken it further. Among these disciples of yours, is there even one worth grooming?
    

    

    
      “Do you intend to let the sect’s ultimate techniques die out? When the time comes for you to face our ancestors in the afterlife, what face will you have to meet them?”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      The information in the conversation from the hall was so shocking that those outside were left dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      Especially Chen Ming, who was just an outsider. 
    

    

    
      As he listened, a sense of unease crept into his heart. 
    

    

    
      He’d accidentally stumbled upon such a secret. Would Huo Chengkun silence him afterward to keep it hidden?
    

    

    
      After that, no more sound came from the main hall.
    

    

    
      Those outside waited anxiously.
    

    

    
      “Hold it!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Huo Qianqian shouted loudly, “We haven’t all lost yet!”
    

    

    
      The woman in blue mocked her. “Oh? Is this little sister trying to go back on your word?”
    

    

    
      “Who’s going back on anything?” Huo Qianqian said. “We agreed from the beginning—you have to defeat every single one of us for it to count. As long as even one person can defeat you, it’s our win. We’ve lost, yes—but there’s still him!”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she pointed at Chen Ming. “He hasn’t lost yet!”
    

  Chapter 28: Blue-Clad Patrol Envoy

    
      Chapter 28: Blue-Clad Patrol Envoy
    

    

    
      “He hasn’t lost yet!”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian pointed at Chen Ming, instantly making him the center of attention.
    

    

    
      Zhao An, Hong Mingquan, and Zhang Mingyu were naturally well aware of Chen Ming’s strength and immediately understood their junior sister’s intention, so they remained silent.
    

    

    
      Only Du Juan, who hadn’t visited the Huo Residence in a long time, did not recognize him and was somewhat puzzled by his identity.
    

    

    
      The group of three men and one woman on the other side turned to look at this young man.
    

    

    
      The leading man, surnamed Guo, asked, “Are you also a disciple of Master Huo?”
    

    

    
      “He’s not.”
    

    

    
      The blue-clad woman quickly answered.
    

    

    
      The Guo man looked at Huo Qianqian. “Since this person isn’t Master Huo’s disciple, he naturally has no qualification to spar with us.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian retorted righteously, “Grandfather may not have officially taken him in as a disciple, but he did learn our sect’s martial arts. That makes him a registered disciple at the very least. Why wouldn’t he be qualified?”
    

    

    
      The man surnamed Guo pondered briefly and said, “Since that’s the case, let’s have you lose with conviction. Junior Sister, go challenge him.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      The blue-clad woman was overjoyed. 
    

    

    
      Just now she had only fought the granddaughter of the elder master, who wasn’t even a Ninth Grade Martial Artist. 
    

    

    
      The match had ended before she could even warm up, leaving her unsatisfied.
    

    

    
      She drew her sword and pointed it at Chen Ming, her face lit with excitement. “Remember this, boy. My name is Zhong Shuyu!”
    

    

    
      At this moment, the Guo man reminded her, “Junior Sister, don’t be careless. This person also has the cultivation of Ninth Grade.”
    

    

    
      This statement shocked everyone present.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan and Zhang Mingyu’s first reaction was disbelief, thinking he must have been mistaken.
    

    

    
      Zhao An and Huo Qianqian were stunned.
    

    

    
      Du Juan was confused.
    

    

    
      Even Chen Ming was surprised. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected the man to see through his true cultivation at a glance. 
    

    

    
      He couldn’t tell what had given him away.
    

    

    
      To be honest, he hadn’t wanted to fight this match.
    

    

    
      But life had a way of pulling one into baffling whirlpools.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned to Hong Mingquan and said, “Senior Brother Hong, please lend me your saber.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan reversed the long saber in his hand and tossed it over.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming caught it, cupped his hands toward the blue-clad young woman, and said, “Please, enlighten me.”
    

    

    
      “Take this!”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu showed no restraint and thrust her sword forward.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recognized the move as one of the very same sword techniques the Guo man had used earlier. He dared not be careless and raised his saber to block.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Both of them stepped half a pace back.
    

    

    
      From that exchange alone, anyone could see he truly had the cultivation of Ninth Grade.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan and the others were utterly shocked.
    

    

    
      When had he entered the Ninth Grade?
    

    

    
      How could he possibly be Ninth Grade?
    

    

    
      Even the instigator, Huo Qianqian, stood dumbfounded. She had never imagined that Chen Ming had already reached the Ninth Grade.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he had likely just stepped into the Ninth Grade and was slightly inferior to the blue-clad young woman. 
    

    

    
      He soon fell into a disadvantage. 
    

    

    
      After a dozen or so moves, his saber was flicked from his hand by a sword strike, marking his defeat.
    

    

    
      “Miss, your swordsmanship is excellent. I am far inferior.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming conceded the match.
    

    

    
      【You were defeated by an LV11 enemy. 50 experience points deducted.】
    

    

    
      A sudden prompt popped up before his eyes, leaving him stunned.
    

    

    
      Seriously? You lose and still get experience points deducted?
    

    

    
      System, could you act like a decent person for once?
    

    

    
      Though he cursed in his heart, Chen Ming didn’t forget his current situation. 
    

    

    
      He walked over to pick up the saber, returned it to Hong Mingquan, then silently retreated behind the others, trying to keep a low profile and make others overlook his presence.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu, having won the match, wore an expression of smug satisfaction.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, her second senior brother beside her whispered, “Junior Sister, that kid fooled you. He let you win on purpose.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu raised her eyebrows, just about to ask him clearly. 
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a loud shout came from outside, “Who dares to act so unruly here?”
    

    

    
      A figure in green leapt over the wall and flew into the hall.
    

    

    
      The Guo-surnamed man’s face changed dramatically. He cried out in alarm, “Not good! It’s a Green-Clad Patrol Envoy from the Six Doors!”
    

    

    
      The moment the words “Six Doors” were heard, the three were visibly shaken.
    

    

    
      When they also heard “Green-Clad Patrol Envoy,” they dared not take it lightly.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors classified their officials by clothing color. 
    

    

    
      Green denoted Seventh Grade, and one needed at least the cultivation of a Seventh Grade Martial Artist to hold that rank.
    

    

    
      People from the martial world were particularly unwilling to provoke those from the Six Doors. Once enmity was formed and their names ended up on a Six Doors wanted list, it would be hard to move even an inch in the martial world.
    

    

    
      On the other side, the faces of those from the Huo Residence lit up with joy.
    

    

    
      They all recognized that Green-Clad Patrol Envoy—it was none other than the fourth-ranked Sun Shicai.
    

    

    
      Now that he had arrived, these people certainly wouldn’t dare to be reckless any longer.
    

    

    
      Inside the hall, Sun Shicai’s angry roar echoed, “Don’t you dare harm my master!”
    

    

    
      What followed was the thudding sound of battle.
    

    

    
      The old woman from earlier spoke coldly, “You brought this upon yourself!”
    

    

    
      Then came a muffled groan.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the old woman darted out of the hall, her expression dark as she addressed her four disciples, “We’re leaving.”
    

    

    
      The five of them leapt over the courtyard wall and vanished.
    

    

    
      “Grandfather!”
    

    

    
      “Master!”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian and the others rushed into the hall to check on Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      As for Chen Ming, he took the opportunity to quietly slip away.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In the alley by the back gate of the Huo Residence, Chen Ming’s carriage was still waiting.
    

    

    
      “To the Deng Residence.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng and Zhuang Xiaotian were leaving first thing in the morning. He had promised to see them off today.
    

    

    
      On the way, Chen Ming kept thinking about what had happened at the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      Although he had only heard fragments of Huo Chengkun’s and the old woman’s exchange, it was clear that the matter ran deep. 
    

    

    
      The more he thought about it, the more disturbing it felt.
    

    

    
      The more he pondered, the more wrong it seemed. He thought, “In the next few days, I’d better not go to the Huo Residence.”
    

    

    
      Although his true cultivation had already been exposed, he figured the people at the Huo Residence would have no time to worry about him for now.
    

    

    
      Before long, he arrived at the Deng Residence.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang and his two brothers were waiting for him. A table full of good dishes sat untouched. Seeing that he had finally arrived, they complained, “Senior Brother, what took you so long? The food’s getting cold.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat down, poured himself a cup of wine and downed it in one go to calm his nerves. “Don’t even mention it. Something big happened at the Huo Residence today. I almost couldn’t make it back.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s interest was piqued. He poured more wine for Chen Ming. “Hurry up and tell us, what happened?”
    

    

    
      “This morning...”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a rough recount of the day’s events and ended with, “If Sun Shicai hadn’t arrived in time, I really don’t know how that situation would’ve ended.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s expression grew serious. “You said Sun Shicai was wearing green?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, a Green-Clad Patrol Envoy.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang couldn’t help but suck in a sharp breath. “I didn’t expect Sun Shicai to become a Green-Clad Patrol Envoy in just a few short years. He’s truly impressive.”
    

    

    
      In the Six Doors, it wasn’t just high cultivation that earned promotion—one also needed military merit.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t very interested in Sun Shicai and asked, “Brother Deng, do you know which sect Huo Chengkun belongs to?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang frowned. “That, I’ve never heard. He’s been in Qingfeng City for over a decade, but no one knows which sect or school he came from. Everyone just assumed he was a martial wanderer.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he slapped his thigh. “No wonder that old man never got involved in other businesses. A Sixth Grade expert, only accepting tribute from his disciples, quietly guarding the Huo Residence without stirring up any conflicts. Turns out he had major troubles on his back.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that Guan Peng and Zhuang Xiaotian weren’t very interested in this topic, Chen Ming changed the subject to the Six Doors, so they wouldn’t feel left out.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The four of them drank until late in the afternoon before parting ways.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned to the same courtyard he had stayed at last time. 
    

    

    
      He had just brewed a pot of tea when Zhuang Xiaotian pushed the door open.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, hope I’m not interrupting?”
    

    

    
      “Of course not. Come, sit.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming poured him a cup of tea as well. “Here, have some tea to sober up.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, I’ll be heading back tomorrow. If I stay any longer, my family will start to worry,” Zhuang Xiaotian said, downing the tea. “Over the past month, thanks to your guidance, my saber and hand-to-hand techniques have greatly improved.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “What are you saying? We’ve all been training together and improving together.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian’s expression turned solemn. “Brother Chen, you’ve treated me with genuine sincerity and generously taught me saber techniques. I truly feel unworthy. As for the boxing technique passed down in my family, I cannot break the ancestral rules to pass it on to you. After much thought, the only thing I can share is my flying knife technique, which I developed on my own. If you don’t mind, I’d like to teach you the key to it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes lit up. “That would be amazing. Honestly, I’ve been wanting to ask you about your flying knife technique, but I was too embarrassed to bring it up.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Ming’s eager reaction, Zhuang Xiaotian clearly felt relieved. “I’m glad you like it, Brother Chen.”
    

    

    
      He owed Chen Ming too much. If he didn’t repay it, he would carry a mental burden.
    

    

    
      Thus, he began to teach Chen Ming the flying knife technique in detail.
    

    

    
      “This flying knife technique came from a few pages I stumbled upon as a child. I derived it from a dozen lines of incantations. Listen carefully...”
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      The lesson went on for the entire afternoon.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hadn’t expected Zhuang Xiaotian’s flying‑knife technique to contain so many subtleties. 
    

    

    
      No wonder Deng Ziyang had praised it so highly.
    

    

    
      Previously, he had thought it was just commercial flattery.
    

    

    
      From the basic “One Stone, Two Birds” trick to the advanced “Meteor Chasing the Moon” and “Swallows Splitting Apart,” and even higher‑level techniques like “Heavenly Maiden Scatters Flowers” and the linked “Mother‑Child” chain knives—Zhuang Xiaotian was familiar with all of them.
    

    

    
      But due to limitations in his own skill, many of the high‑level techniques had low success rates, barely working even once out of ten tries.
    

    

    
      After one afternoon, Chen Ming only grasped the general ideas; mastering them all at once was impossible.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian had also given him a few pages of parchment—the very manual he had inadvertently acquired before—on which the high‑level techniques were described.
    

    

    
      It contained many methods reliant on fortune, meaning these hidden‑weapon techniques required at least Sixth Grade martial prowess to grasp.
    

    

    
      Martial Six Grade, also known as the True‑Qi Realm, signified one had cultivated true qi.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt as if he had discovered a treasure. 
    

    

    
      With these hidden‑weapon techniques in his arsenal, he could have a trump card in hand.
    

    

    
      So upon returning home, he immersed himself in studying the parchment’s contents, repeatedly practicing the few methods Zhuang Xiaotian had taught him.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next morning, after finishing martial‑arts basics instruction for that group of boys, Chen Ming gained another 50 experience points.
    

    

    
      “Looks like I could consider opening a martial arts school, specializing in enlightenment training for younger children,” he thought.
    

    

    
      With the upheaval at the Huo Residence, it was uncertain whether he would continue as a sparring partner there—he needed to plan ahead.
    

    

    
      There were several martial arts schools in Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      He had no reputation, and his martial arts were learned from Huo Chengkun. 
    

    

    
      Without Huo Chengkun’s permission, he certainly couldn’t teach others freely.
    

    

    
      The techniques Chen Ming taught the children were all common “Tiger‑Form Posture,” a widely spread and basic stance‑training method.
    

    

    
      Thus, he chose to pursue this fresh path.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, he could offer free tuition and even room and board, accepting anyone who came. 
    

    

    
      He believed he’d soon fill his classes.
    

    

    
      While contemplating his “startup” plan, he reached the dining table. 
    

    

    
      Seeing his elder brother Chen Rui still hadn’t shown, he asked in surprise, “Brother didn’t come back last night again?”
    

    

    
      “Yes,” Madam Wei wore a worried expression. “Yesterday when I went to deliver his meal, I found him frowning deeply. I feared the trouble was non‑trivial, but he wouldn’t tell me. I quietly asked the shop’s staff.”
    

    

    
      “Did you find out anything?”
    

    

    
      “They only know that a batch of medicinal ingredients at the pharmacy had issues and the delivery is due in a few days. If it’s delayed, they’ll owe a hefty penalty.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming instantly felt relieved—it wasn’t a major problem.
    

    

    
      He comforted Madam Wei. “Sister‑in‑law, don’t worry too much. Brother didn’t tell me, which means he can handle it. You have to trust him.”
    

    

    
      Madam Wei felt reassured by his words and relaxed quite a bit.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no intention of getting involved. He believed in his brother’s capability.
    

    

    
      Besides, even if things went awry, it would only cost money—which was like paying for a tuition fee.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After breakfast, Chen Ming didn’t go to the Huo Residence. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he headed to the Deng Household, planning to see Zhuang Xiaotian and Guan Peng off.
    

    

    
      Upon arrival, he found they had already departed.
    

    

    
      He hurried on horseback out of the city and reached the Shili Pavilion, where he saw Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian bidding a reluctant farewell.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, didn’t we agree you didn’t have to see us off?” Zhuang Xiaotian complained, but his face was lighted with joy.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng also said, “Brother Chen, perfect timing. This was supposed to be handed to you by my brother, but now I’m giving it to you directly.” He then placed a white porcelain bottle into Chen Ming’s hand.
    

    

    
      “What’s this?”
    

    

    
      “These days, thanks to your guidance, my knife‑technique has improved greatly. I possess nothing of value, just two Gu‑Yuan Pills, as a token of gratitude.”
    

    

    
      “This… this is too precious. I cannot accept it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hurriedly tried to return it.
    

    

    
      The Gu‑Yuan Pill was greatly beneficial to a Ninth Grade martial artist, capable of enhancing one’s cultivation. 
    

    

    
      Each one sold for several hundred taels of silver on the market, and without connections, even money couldn’t guarantee a purchase.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng naturally refused to take it back, saying outright, “How can you reclaim a gift once it’s been given?”
    

    

    
      After some back-and-forth, Chen Ming ultimately accepted it.
    

    

    
      After chatting for a while, Guan Peng and Zhuang Xiaotian finally took their leave.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked reluctant to part. Deng Ziyang chuckled, “Why do you look sadder than I, his sworn brother?”
    

    

    
      You don’t understand.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed.
    

    

    
      After all, his two sources of experience points had just walked away.
    

    

    
      These two had provided him with a reliable daily income of experience—twenty points from one, thirty from the other.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t go to the Huo Residence for now.
    

    

    
      Now that those two were gone as well...
    

    

    
      His only remaining source of experience was the group of twenty-something little boys learning martial arts.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      By the time Chen Ming and Deng Ziyang returned to the city, it was nearly noon. 
    

    

    
      They decided to find a large restaurant and enjoy a good meal.
    

    

    
      Just as they were sipping their first cup of wine and chatting idly, they suddenly overheard a voice from the next table: “...Can’t believe a Sixth Grade expert could just die like that, without any warning at all.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Deng Ziyang exchanged glances, both surprised.
    

    

    
      There were fewer than ten Sixth Grade experts in the entire Qingfeng City, all well-known figures. 
    

    

    
      Who had died?
    

    

    
      They pricked up their ears to listen more closely.
    

    

    
      “No way. A Sixth Grade martial artist isn’t that easy to kill. Don’t go making things up.”
    

    

    
      “If you don’t believe me, go look at the Huo Residence—they’ve already hung up the white lanterns…”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      The Huo Residence?
    

    

    
      At the mention of that name, both Chen Ming and Deng Ziyang were stunned.
    

    

    
      Among Qingfeng City’s Sixth Grade experts, only one bore the surname Huo.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang suddenly sprang to his feet, rushed to the next table, and demanded, “Did you just say Huo Chengkun is dead? How did he die?”
    

    

    
      “Let go… How would I know…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly pulled Deng Ziyang back, urging him to calm down. He then asked the people at that table, “When did this happen?”
    

    

    
      “This morning… The white lanterns are already up, and the servants are all in mourning clothes. I saw it with my own eyes…”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang glared at him. “If you’re lying, I’ll come back and rip your head off.”
    

    

    
      Then he turned and stormed off.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even wait for a carriage, sprinting directly toward the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed behind, his mind in turmoil.
    

    

    
      How had Huo Chengkun died so suddenly?
    

    

    
      Could it be that his Junior Sister had really struck him down yesterday?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Before long, Chen Ming and Deng Ziyang arrived outside the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      Seeing the white lanterns hanging at the entrance, a heavy feeling settled in Chen Ming’s heart.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang stood at the gate for a long time without stepping forward to knock.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood behind him, unable to see his expression. 
    

    

    
      He silently wondered what would become of the Huo Residence now that Huo Chengkun was dead.
    

    

    
      After a long while—
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang turned around and murmured, “You old bastard, how could you just die like this?”
    

    

    
      “How could you die just like that?”
    

    

    
      “I haven’t surpassed you yet. I haven’t seen you regret it. How could you die just like that?”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, his eyes were already brimming with tears.
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      Huo Chengkun was truly dead!
    

    

    
      After sending Deng Ziyang back to his family’s carriage, Chen Ming went to the Huo Residence. 
    

    

    
      He found the gatekeeper, whose face was filled with grief, and inquired about the situation. 
    

    

    
      The gatekeeper said that Huo Chengkun had fallen seriously ill the previous night. 
    

    

    
      Several doctors had been called in to treat him, but they couldn’t save him.
    

    

    
      He passed away during the night.
    

    

    
      A sudden illness?
    

    

    
      Who would believe that?
    

    

    
      A Sixth Grade Martial Artist dying from a sudden illness? 
    

    

    
      That kind of excuse was only good enough to deceive oneself.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun had actually died just like that...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a little conflicted.
    

    

    
      Since he crossed over to this world, he had only met Huo Chengkun three times. 
    

    

    
      Speaking of which, he owed him some gratitude—for being willing to let him stay on as a sparring partner.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, he probably wouldn’t have become a martial artist so quickly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t go inside and simply left.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t Huo Chengkun’s disciple. 
    

    

    
      As an outsider, it wasn’t appropriate to enter at a time like this.
    

    

    
      As he walked away from the Huo Residence, it suddenly began to rain. 
    

    

    
      The icy droplets struck his face, bringing a chill that seeped into the bones.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “It’s finally done!”
    

    

    
      Three days later, in the morning, in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming flicked out two flying knives. With two solid thunks, they landed squarely in the bullseye of a wooden target several meters away. 
    

    

    
      A sudden insight welled up in his heart. He opened his panel and took a look.
    

    

    
      【Level: 10】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 4401】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: "Iron Horse Stance" (Fifth Level – Perfected), "Three Suns Body Tempering" (First Level 4/1000)】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: "Three Talents Fist" (Proficient 55/500+), "Eight Trigrams Saber Technique" (Mastery), "Zhuang’s Flying Knife" (Beginner 1/500)】
    

    

    
      There was now a new martial technique on the panel—“Zhuang’s Flying Knife.”
    

    

    
      The flying knife technique that Zhuang Xiaotian taught him—it was perfectly reasonable to name it "Zhuang’s Flying Knife."
    

    

    
      It required 500 experience points just to reach the beginner level, five times more than the "Eight Trigrams Saber Technique." This showed that the technique was of a higher grade.
    

    

    
      “Young Master is amazing!”
    

    

    
      “Young Master, you’ve mastered it!”
    

    

    
      Nearby, two thirteen- or fourteen-year-old girls clapped and cheered.
    

    

    
      They dashed over, retrieved the knives from the wooden board, and ran back to place them on the table beside him.
    

    

    
      These two girls were the maids his sister-in-law had bought for him. 
    

    

    
      They were dark-skinned and thin, but quick with their hands and feet, and cheerful in disposition.
    

    

    
      It was said they were daughters of rural farmers. 
    

    

    
      When famine struck last year, their family borrowed from loan sharks. 
    

    

    
      Unable to repay the debt, the girls were sold to human traffickers to settle it.
    

    

    
      The wealthy households in the city had already picked through the selection. No one wanted these two, so they were sold cheaply.
    

    

    
      Madam Wei felt that though the girls were skinny, they had strength and worked diligently. 
    

    

    
      She considered it a bargain and was quite pleased with herself.
    

    

    
      To her, beauty didn’t matter—what mattered in a good maid was her ability to work.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming saw them, his dreams of beautiful maids adding fragrance to his studies were completely shattered.
    

    

    
      He gave them names: one was called Chunxiang (Spring Fragrance), and the other, Xiaxiang (Summer Fragrance).
    

    

    
      “Add points!”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Chen Ming invested 500 points.
    

    

    
      Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Skilled 1/1000)
    

    

    
      Instantly, his mind filled with numerous insights and techniques regarding the flying knife.
    

    

    
      At the same time, both hands tingled slightly—his nerves undergoing some subtle transformation.
    

    

    
      It felt as if he had trained for years already.
    

    

    
      “Again.”
    

    

    
      Another thousand points went in.
    

    

    
      Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Proficient 1/2000)
    

    

    
      Immediately, his mind was once more flooded with a torrent of memories and insights.
    

    

    
      At this level, he could execute intermediate techniques with ease. Even advanced techniques were somewhat within his grasp.
    

    

    
      “But it’s still not enough!”
    

    

    
      Gritting his teeth, Chen Ming invested another two thousand points.
    

    

    
      Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery)!
    

    

    
      【Level: 10】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 901】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: "Iron Horse Stance" (Fifth Level – Perfected), "Three Suns Body Tempering" (First Level 4/1000)】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: "Three Talents Fist" (Proficient 55/500+), "Eight Trigrams Saber Technique" (Mastery), "Zhuang’s Flying Knife" (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Young Master, what’s wrong?”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang noticed that Chen Ming suddenly closed his eyes and stood still. 
    

    

    
      A bit frightened, she softly called out to him. When he didn’t respond, she panicked and started crying, “It’s over. This Young Master has been cursed to death by us again… Let’s hurry and run…”
    

    

    
      “Don’t say nonsense…”
    

    

    
      Xiaxiang was nervous too, but remained calmer. 
    

    

    
      She reached out to check if Chen Ming was still breathing. 
    

    

    
      The moment she did, she nearly cried as well. “It’s over—it’s really gone…”
    

    

    
      Just then, Chen Ming suddenly opened his eyes. 
    

    

    
      Seeing the two maids crying like little tearful kittens, he couldn’t help but laugh out loud.
    

    

    
      “He’s come back to life—!”
    

    

    
      The two maids were nearly scared out of their wits. 
    

    

    
      Screaming, they turned to flee.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha…”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until they heard Chen Ming’s hearty laughter that they realized what had happened. 
    

    

    
      Pouting, they scolded him, “Young Master, you scared us so badly…”
    

    

    
      “You almost scared us to death, Young Master…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming casually picked up two flying knives and flung them behind him without looking. 
    

    

    
      The two knives collided midair, then ricocheted off each other and landed perfectly in the bullseyes of two wooden targets.
    

    

    
      This technique was called “Chasing the Stars and Catching the Moon.” 
    

    

    
      It could easily throw off an opponent’s judgment and was nearly impossible to defend against.
    

    

    
      After reaching mastery in Zhuang’s Flying Knife, he was no longer limited to the specific forms Zhuang Xiaotian had taught him. 
    

    

    
      He could freely mix and match techniques, no longer bound to fixed patterns.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Just now, you said ‘cursed to death again.’ What did you mean by that?”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang’s face stiffened.
    

    

    
      Xiaxiang stammered, “Y-Young Master, w-we were just speaking nonsense, please don’t take it seriously…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said flatly, “Shall I go ask the human trafficker about it?”
    

    

    
      The color drained from both girls’ faces. 
    

    

    
      They couldn’t take the pressure any longer and confessed.
    

    

    
      It turned out they weren’t unwanted. They had just been unlucky. After being bought, the masters they served each died unexpectedly not long after.
    

    

    
      Naturally, people labeled the two girls as jinxes, bringers of misfortune. As a result, they were returned to the trafficker.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, please don’t send us away… That trafficker said if we get returned again, he’ll sell us to a brothel…”
    

    

    
      “We don’t want to end up in a brothel…”
    

    

    
      “Please… we won’t ask for any wages…”
    

    

    
      “Yes, just a bite to eat is enough…”
    

    

    
      “Please don’t kick us out…”
    

    

    
      Seeing the two girls kneeling and crying their hearts out, Chen Ming couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. He said, “Alright, get up.”
    

    

    
      “Young Master…”
    

    

    
      Two tear-streaked, sooty faces looked up at him.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t muster even a sliver of pity. If they were pretty maids, it might have been a scene of delicate tears on a flower-like face.
    

    

    
      Forget it—he couldn’t afford beautiful maids anyway.
    

    

    
      They might be a little dark, but they were efficient workers.
    

    

    
      “We’ll see how you behave.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t give a definite answer.
    

    

    
      The two girls were already showering him with thanks and started kowtowing.
    

    

    
      “Enough. With the way you’re bowing, are you trying to shorten my lifespan?”
    

    

    
      He pulled them up and warned, “Don’t let anyone else know about this. If my sister-in-law finds out and wants to kick you out, I won’t be able to keep you.”
    

    

    
      The two maids nodded frantically like pecking chickens.
    

    

    
      “Alright, go get me a change of clothes. I’m heading out.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Today was the day of Huo Chengkun’s funeral.
    

    

    
      Since Chen Ming had studied martial arts at the Huo Residence, it was only natural that he would attend.
    

    

    
      Dressed in black, he rode a carriage to the gate of the Huo Residence. 
    

    

    
      Today, the residence was especially crowded.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun had been here for more than ten years. 
    

    

    
      Just among his registered disciples, there were over a hundred, not to mention his friends and acquaintances.
    

    

    
      People like Chen Ming, who weren’t official disciples but had studied martial arts at the Huo Residence, were even more numerous. So the turnout was very large.
    

    

    
      After entering the Huo Residence, Chen Ming could tell from the attendees’ clothing what their relationship with Huo Chengkun had been.
    

    

    
      Those in mourning clothes were the personal disciples and his granddaughter, Huo Qianqian.
    

    

    
      Those with white cloth bands tied around their arms were registered disciples.
    

    

    
      Everyone else had more distant connections.
    

    

    
      Eventually, Chen Ming ran into someone he knew—Hong Mingquan.
    

    

    
      “You’re here.”
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan’s expression was a bit dazed. But upon seeing Chen Ming, a faint light returned to his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Fifth Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming greeted him and asked sorrowfully, “How could this have happened so suddenly? Master Huo… What exactly happened that day?”
    

    

    
      He waited until no one was nearby before asking.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan shook his head and avoided the question. He only said, “Can you come by tonight? I need to ask you for something.”
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      Chapter 31: Entrustment
    

    

    
      After Hong Mingquan finished speaking, he brushed past Chen Ming and entered the ancestral hall to stand vigil, not giving him a chance to ask questions.
    

    

    
      He could only suppress his doubts deep within.
    

    

    
      After a while, the appointed time arrived.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian, Zhao An, and the rest of the direct disciples carried the coffin out of the door, followed by a long line of guests, forming a procession to send Huo Chengkun on his final journey.
    

    

    
      The funeral procession only stopped once it had exited the south city gate.
    

    

    
      In the end, Chen Ming and the others watched as Huo Qianqian and the direct disciples, along with some registered disciples, carried the coffin until they disappeared at the end of the official road.
    

    

    
      Huo Chengkun’s coffin was to be sent to a place called Xiaoshui, to be buried alongside his late wife.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan was also in the funeral procession, yet he had just asked Chen Ming to find him later that night.
    

    

    
      This was what Chen Ming found most puzzling.
    

    

    
      There was another thing he noticed—Sun Shicai, the fourth disciple, was absent from the funeral procession. 
    

    

    
      Not even attending his own master’s funeral—this was hard to justify.
    

    

    
      Once the funeral procession had departed far into the distance, the crowd began to disperse.
    

    

    
      Some people started whispering among themselves, saying that now that the old master Huo had passed, the grand Huo Residence might just fall apart and fade into obscurity.
    

    

    
      "Actually, given the strength of Master Huo’s disciples, if they were willing to unite as one, the Huo Residence’s influence would be no less than before. It’s just a pity…"
    

    

    
      Clearly, many had already seen through it—Huo Chengkun’s disciples each harbored their own agendas.
    

    

    
      "Hey, that fourth disciple of Master Huo—he’s clearly in the city, yet he didn’t even show up for his master’s funeral. Truly—"
    

    

    
      "Master Li, be cautious with your words. That one is now a patrol envoy of the Six Doors."
    

    

    
      "So what? Such unfilial conduct is disgraceful."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t continue listening. 
    

    

    
      He left directly.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Deng Residence.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang was drinking alone in frustration. When he saw Chen Ming enter, he said joyfully, "Senior Brother, you came at the right time. Come, have a few drinks with me."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat down opposite him and remarked with a sigh, "I didn’t expect Master Huo’s death to hit you this hard, Brother Deng."
    

    

    
      "Rubbish!"
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang slammed his cup on the table, face full of anger. "I’m just indignant. That day, the old bastard refused to take me as a disciple. I swore to myself, that one day, I’d trample all his disciples beneath my feet right in front of him!"
    

    

    
      As he spoke, his expression grew more and more resentful. "But now the old bastard just went and died like that. Tell me—infuriating or not?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming refilled his empty cup and said, "Even though he’s dead, his disciples remain. He may not see it, but the whole city’s people will."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang downed the cup in one gulp and said, "Heh, lucky him."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming offered a few more words of comfort, and Deng Ziyang gradually came to terms with it.
    

    

    
      "Actually, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask your opinion on." He took the opportunity to change the subject. "I want to open a martial arts school specifically for introducing children to martial arts. Is there any trick to it?"
    

    

    
      "Open a martial arts school?"
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang frowned. "Pardon my bluntness, but with your strength and character, if you were willing to marry the daughter of a wealthy merchant, you could easily obtain a more advanced cultivation method. Focus on training for ten years, and you might even reach Sixth Grade. That’s the straight road to success. Why bother with something as thankless as opening a martial arts school?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally understood. 
    

    

    
      This kind of life plan was indeed a shortcut for someone of humble origins like him to transcend social class.
    

    

    
      On Earth, many had taken that path—it was commonly known as becoming a “phoenix man.”
    

    

    
      But really, if given a choice, who wanted to be a phoenix man?
    

    

    
      He said, "Back then, I trained in martial arts at the Huo Residence for several years but never grasped the essence of it. I asked the instructors, but they ignored me. So I wasted years without learning anything. Only after leaving the Huo Residence and practicing repeatedly on my own did I gradually comprehend the key points…"
    

    

    
      "I believe, there must be countless people like me in this world—slow-witted. So I want to open a martial arts school, so children like me won’t waste their time just because they run into a heartless instructor."
    

    

    
      Listening to his words, Deng Ziyang’s expression turned a bit complicated. "You… why do you always act so foolishly? Always choosing these kinds of thankless endeavors."
    

    

    
      He suddenly remembered something—Huo Chengkun once said that a martial artist needed a heart as pure as a child’s. 
    

    

    
      Perhaps, it was exactly because Chen Ming had such a sincere and innocent heart that his cultivation had progressed so rapidly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Brother Deng, please give me your guidance."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang said, "Since you want to open a martial arts school, of course I won’t stop you. However, opening a school isn’t an easy matter—there’s a lot more to it than you’d think..."
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming left the Deng residence, he was still digesting the information he had just received from Deng Ziyang.
    

    

    
      "Good thing I thought to ask Deng Ziyang before opening the martial arts school, otherwise I would’ve brought trouble upon myself."
    

    

    
      Ancient times were unlike Earth—aside from national law, there were also clan rules. 
    

    

    
      Likewise, every profession had its own trade rules.
    

    

    
      In Qingfeng City, there was a Martial Arts School Guild, composed of twelve existing schools in the city. 
    

    

    
      They had established a trade rule—essentially an excuse to unite and block newcomers from entering the profession.
    

    

    
      To open a new martial arts school, there were two ways.
    

    

    
      The first was to get joint sponsorship from three established schools.
    

    

    
      That was completely out of the question. Forget about him—even Deng Ziyang didn’t have that kind of clout.
    

    

    
      The second option was to accept the guild’s challenge: win three consecutive duels, and one would qualify to open a martial arts school.
    

    

    
      There was also a hard requirement—only martial artists of at least Eighth Grade could open a school and accept disciples.
    

    

    
      Of course, if one was a powerful outsider, say a Sixth Grade expert, no one would dare utter a single word of objection.
    

    

    
      "This is the martial world, huh?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt like he was finally brushing against a corner of the martial world. His heart stirred with anticipation.
    

    

    
      But first, he would focus on advancing to Eighth Grade.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After nightfall, Chen Ming still went to the Huo Residence as promised.
    

    

    
      When he knocked on the door, the doorkeeper who answered looked as if he had aged ten years. 
    

    

    
      Of all those affected by Huo Chengkun’s death, none suffered more than the household servants of the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t say he was looking for Hong Mingquan, only that he had left something behind and came back to retrieve it.
    

    

    
      The doorkeeper didn’t suspect anything and let him in.
    

    

    
      He went straight to the courtyard where Hong Mingquan lived.
    

    

    
      "Fifth Senior Brother."
    

    

    
      He called from outside the courtyard.
    

    

    
      "Is that Uncle Chen?"
    

    

    
      A somewhat youthful voice responded from inside. Soon after, a lantern was lifted from within the house by a boy of about eleven or twelve.
    

    

    
      It was none other than Hong Mingquan’s son, Hong Zilin.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Zilin, is your father here?"
    

    

    
      "Greetings, Uncle Chen."
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin came to open the door and said, "My father isn’t here. He asked Uncle to come by—he has something to entrust to you. Please, come inside to talk."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t too surprised to see him acting like a little adult, with a maturity and calmness far beyond his age.
    

    

    
      In this era, many children were precocious, especially those from poor families.
    

    

    
      Among the kids who trained martial arts with him, several already behaved like little adults.
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed him into the house and saw that Hong Mingquan’s wife, Madam Li, was also inside. He quickly greeted her, "Greetings, Sister-in-law."
    

    

    
      Although martial artists didn’t observe as many formalities, being in the same room late at night with someone’s wife and child was still inappropriate.
    

    

    
      He asked, "Do you know why Senior Brother Hong asked me to come?"
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin said, "Uncle Chen, this is a letter my father wrote. You’ll understand once you read it."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took the letter, opened it, and skimmed through it quickly. 
    

    

    
      Only then did he realize why Hong Mingquan had summoned him.
    

    

    
      He wanted Chen Ming to help take care of his wife and son.
    

    

    
      The letter said that he might be gone for ten days to half a month. 
    

    

    
      That female senior—no one knew whether she would return to the Huo Residence seeking vengeance. So he wished to entrust his wife and child to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found it quite odd. His relationship with Hong Mingquan wasn’t close enough to entrust a wife and son, was it?
    

    

    
      Perhaps Hong Mingquan was just clutching at straws.
    

    

    
      Even though it was a bit troublesome, he really couldn’t refuse.
    

    

    
      After all, what Hong Mingquan offered was just too generous.
    

    

    
      He was offering the Five Elements Saber Technique as compensation.
    

    

    
      This saber technique was far superior to the Eight Trigrams Saber Technique—it was Huo Chengkun’s signature saber art.
    

    

    
      It was one of the things Chen Ming needed most.
    

    

    
      The Eight Trigrams Saber Technique was still too shallow. 
    

    

    
      It only worked against underprivileged martial artists like Zhuang Xiaotian and Guan Peng. 
    

    

    
      Against disciples of prestigious families, it wouldn’t be effective.
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin had already presented a thick martial arts manual with great respect and said, "This is what my father asked me to give to Uncle Chen."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming accepted it, flipped through a few pages, then tucked it into his robe and said, "Will you come with me now, or should I come pick you up tomorrow?"
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin replied decisively, "We’ll go now."
    

    

    
      Soon, the mother and son packed their belongings and came out carrying their bundles.
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      Chapter 32: Challenge Letter
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quietly took the Hong mother and son out of the Huo Residence and, upon returning home, settled the two of them in the guest room.
    

    

    
      After that, he returned to his small courtyard, lit an oil lamp, and took out the Five Elements Saber Technique, studying it under the firelight.
    

    

    
      After reading a few pages, he knew it was the real deal.
    

    

    
      The internal cultivation mantras written on it shared the same lineage as the Eight Trigrams Saber Technique, but were even more profound. 
    

    

    
      With the accompanying illustrations and cross-referencing the moves with the fight between Zhao An and the man surnamed Guo a few days prior, he reached his conclusion.
    

    

    
      However, relying solely on the illustrations, it was difficult to fully reconstruct all the details of the techniques.
    

    

    
      At least, he didn’t have that ability.
    

    

    
      “I should first memorize the saber manual thoroughly. When Hong Mingquan returns, I’ll have him teach me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, focusing intently on the saber manual.
    

    

    
      He became so absorbed in his reading that he didn’t realize how late it had gotten.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, his ears twitched. He heard a sound outside. 
    

    

    
      Thinking it was the two maids, he was about to speak when he heard the sound of something cutting through the air.
    

    

    
      A small stone pierced through the window paper and landed on the table in front of him.
    

    

    
      Wrapped around the stone was a piece of paper.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes narrowed. 
    

    

    
      Seeing there was writing on it, he unfolded the paper. 
    

    

    
      Scrawled in messy handwriting was a single line: “See you in the back alley in a quarter of an hour, let’s settle this once more.”
    

    

    
      “A challenge letter?”
    

    

    
      He was a bit puzzled. Settle this once more—that meant it was someone he had already fought with…
    

    

    
      Could it be her?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought about it again and again, and only one person came to mind.
    

    

    
      That blue-robed young lady he had fought at the Huo Residence a few days ago.
    

    

    
      Of those he had fought recently, she was the only one likely to come find him for a rematch.
    

    

    
      “Could this be a trap?”
    

    

    
      That was his first instinct.
    

    

    
      But then he realized he was overthinking it. 
    

    

    
      If she were targeting Hong Mingquan’s wife and child, there’d be no need for such a diversion. 
    

    

    
      If her senior brothers and sisters came with her, even more of them, he wouldn’t be able to stop them anyway.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      A short while later, Chen Ming, holding a long saber, arrived at the back alley. 
    

    

    
      As expected, he saw a figure standing on the wall of his backyard, dressed in night attire, her posture graceful. 
    

    

    
      Judging by her silhouette, it was the same blue-robed young lady.
    

    

    
      “My senior brother said that when you fought me a few days ago, you deliberately lost. Is that true?” she asked. 
    

    

    
      As soon as she spoke, it was indeed that familiar voice.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “So it’s you, young lady. I truly wasn’t your match and admitted defeat willingly.”
    

    

    
      She had three senior brothers, and one of them was likely a Sixth Grade martial artist. He really didn’t want to cause trouble.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, I trust my senior brother’s judgment. Let’s fight again.”
    

    

    
      “I’d rather not…” Chen Ming really didn’t want to fight her again. If he lost, he’d lose experience points—it was too much of a loss.
    

    

    
      “That’s not up to you. Take this!”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu had already drawn her sword. Without giving him a chance to speak, she lunged forward and thrust it at him.
    

    

    
      This strike was aimed directly at the heart—vicious, fierce, and utterly merciless.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hurriedly drew his saber to block.
    

    

    
      Each of her strikes was faster than the last, like a storm of wind and rain, every thrust aiming at a vital point.
    

    

    
      The more Chen Ming fought, the more shocked he became. 
    

    

    
      This wasn’t just a spar.
    

    

    
      One misstep, and he could lose his life right there.
    

    

    
      Only then did he understand what she meant by “not up to you.”
    

    

    
      She had actually forced him to go all out in this way.
    

    

    
      His strength was indeed slightly inferior to hers, and what he relied on was his mastery of the Eight Trigrams Saber Technique, as well as the fact that her swordsmanship was not yet refined.
    

    

    
      The technique she was using was almost identical to the Five Elements Saber Technique.
    

    

    
      Her control over the sword technique lacked maturity, and the transitions between moves were not smooth—clear signs of insufficient combat experience.
    

    

    
      But now, by going all out, she was actually masking the flaws in her swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      For the moment, Chen Ming found it difficult to come up with a way to fake a defeat without harming her or getting hurt himself.
    

    

    
      If he wasn’t careful, a fake defeat could turn into a real one. If he got stabbed, it wouldn’t be a joke.
    

    

    
      This girl fought ruthlessly. 
    

    

    
      She wasn’t like Huo Qianqian, the kind of pampered lady raised in deep chambers. She was very likely someone who had real blood on her hands.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming focused entirely on defending himself, not daring to be distracted in the slightest.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he compared her sword moves with the techniques in the saber manual…
    

    

    
      When they reached around forty moves.
    

    

    
      He saw the girl slightly shift her stance, and just as her long sword was about to strike, a flash of insight struck him—he predicted she was about to use “Extreme Misfortune Begets Fortune.”
    

    

    
      His hands moved faster than his thoughts. The long saber had already swung, landing directly on the weakest part of her sword.
    

    

    
      A metallic clang rang out.
    

    

    
      The girl’s long sword flew out of her hands.
    

    

    
      She cried out, “Aiyo,” and stepped back twice, clutching her wrist and glaring at him angrily.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart skipped a beat. 
    

    

    
      This was bad—he had thoroughly offended her now.
    

    

    
      Should he… kill her to silence her?
    

    

    
      That thought flashed through his mind but was instantly dismissed. 
    

    

    
      Things hadn’t gone that far.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu’s voice was filled with anger. “So you really held back last time.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming explained, “I really didn’t. I just recently obtained the Five Elements Saber Technique manual. That’s why I’m familiar with your moves. I only narrowly won by half a move.”
    

    

    
      “You actually used that crude Eight Trigrams Saber Technique to defeat my Swallow Returns Sword Technique.” Zhong Shuyu grew more and more furious as she spoke.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, her eyes widened as she looked behind Chen Ming, as though she had seen something terrifying.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming instinctively turned to look. Just as he did, he sensed a sinister wind rushing at him. 
    

    

    
      Without thinking, he swept his saber, knocking the object away.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      It was a hidden weapon—a plum blossom dart.
    

    

    
      He glanced down at the dart under the moonlight and saw a faint blue glow shimmering on its surface. His eyes narrowed as he said with a blank expression, “Young lady, there is no enmity between us. Why resort to such a lethal move?”
    

    

    
      “Tch, when wandering the jianghu, one must use every trick to deal with enemies. Consider this a lesson. If you remain so soft-hearted next time, you won’t be so lucky.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, Zhong Shuyu flipped onto the wall. With a few swift movements, she disappeared without a trace.
    

    

    
      [You have defeated an LV12 enemy. Gained 150 experience points.]
    

    

    
      The notification finally appeared.
    

    

    
      Just now, because Chen Ming hadn’t seen the “enemy defeated” prompt, he had remained cautious and avoided being ambushed.
    

    

    
      “So… from the system notifications, I can tell whether the opponent is faking defeat or truly admitting it.”
    

    

    
      He had uncovered another hidden function of the System.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming tore off a strip of cloth, wrapped up the plum blossom dart on the ground, and picked it up.
    

    

    
      Though both were willful young ladies, compared to this blue-robed girl, Huo Qianqian was far kinder.
    

    

    
      It’s true—people fear comparisons.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming climbed back over the wall into his home. When he returned to the courtyard, he saw a small figure pacing at the door.
    

    

    
      “Uncle Chen.”
    

    

    
      The figure spoke first—it was the voice of Hong Zilin. He asked softly, “Was it someone coming to cause trouble for us?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hadn’t expected to alarm him and said, “No, it was someone coming for me.”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      “Alright, it’s late. Go back to sleep.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Uncle.”
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin gave a bow and turned to leave.
    

    

    
      Back in the guest room, as he pushed the door open, his mother asked softly, “How did it go?”
    

    

    
      “The person’s been driven away by Uncle.”
    

    

    
      “Were they after us?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.” Hong Zilin said, “Now I understand why Dad wanted us to follow Uncle Chen. He didn’t want us to worry, so he lied and said they were after him.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm.” Madam Li said worriedly, “I wonder who your father offended. He gave such solemn instructions before leaving, asking us to follow that man.”
    

    

    
      “Father must have had his reasons. Mother, it’s late—let’s sleep.”
    

    

    
      “Sigh…”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ......
    

    

    
      Back in his room, Chen Ming couldn’t sleep. He picked up the saber manual again and resumed studying.
    

    

    
      “She just said the sword technique she used was the Swallow Returns Sword Technique. But why is it almost identical to the Five Elements Saber Technique?”
    

    

    
      “Could it really be, as the rumors say, that the Five Elements Saber Technique was originally a sword technique forcibly modified into a saber technique just to mislead others?”
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      Chapter 33: Presenting Himself for Punishment
    

    

    
      The next several days, Chen Ming stayed at home, immersed in studying the manual of “Five-Elements Saber Technique.”
    

    

    
      The more he pondered, the more he felt something was off about this saber style.
    

    

    
      He had already mastered the “Eight Trigrams Saber Art” ("Bagua Saber Technique") and had gained a certain understanding of saber combat. 
    

    

    
      The deeper he studied, the more he found illogical points in the “Five-Elements Saber.”¹
    

    

    
      Especially when paired with its accompanying mental framework, the sense of inconsistency grew even stronger.
    

    

    
      “Could it be, as people say, that this is actually a sword technique, and Huo Chengkun just retrofitted it into a saber style?”²
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but suspect this possibility.
    

    

    
      Still, he wasn’t sure—after all, he could only rely on diagrams and his imagination. He’d have to wait until Hong Mingquan returned.
    

    

    
      Yet as he waited left and right, the funeral escort from the Huo family still hadn’t come back.
    

    

    
      After all, Xiaoshui is only a little over 200 li from Qingfeng City, so even if they traveled slowly, they should have returned by now.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      That very night, Chen Ming had already gone to bed.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he heard a noise. 
    

    

    
      Turning over, he saw a small stone on the floor beside his bed, with a piece of paper wrapped around it.
    

    

    
      “Again?”
    

    

    
      He swung out of bed, removed the note, and opened it. In the same scrawled handwriting, it read: “Back alley—duel again.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart leapt with joy. As long as she lost and didn’t go for reinforcements, how could he refuse?
    

    

    
      He threw on his clothes, picked up his saber, and headed out.
    

    

    
      In the back alley, she appeared once more dressed in black night-gear. 
    

    

    
      Seeing him emerge, she didn’t say a word; she drew her sword and attacked, using the “Returning Swallow Swordplay” as before.³
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cautiously defended, carefully observing. 
    

    

    
      Matching it with the mental formulas from the saber manual, he found it much smoother.
    

    

    
      “So it’s true what she said—the Five-Elements Saber is actually a sword technique.”
    

    

    
      He began to feel quite certain.
    

    

    
      This time, the two fought nearly a hundred moves.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming’s understanding of the “Returning Swallow Swordplay” increased, he responded more easily.
    

    

    
      Whenever Zhong Shuyu attacked, he could predict which move she was about to use and respond in time.
    

    

    
      In terms of saber discipline and combat experience, she really lagged behind him.
    

    

    
      After more than a hundred exchanges, Zhong Shuyu abruptly withdrew, stepping out of the fray. She huffed:
    

    

    
      “I’m done—this is boring.”
    

    

    
      With that, she vaulted over the wall and disappeared into the night.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit regretful—he had hoped to spar more and secretly learn the authentic “Returning Swallow Swordplay” from her.
    

    

    
      Too bad. Judging from her attitude, she probably wouldn’t come back.
    

    

    
      He waited a moment. 
    

    

    
      Seeing no notification about earning experience points came up, his spirits sank further—he’d wasted all that effort for nothing.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, half a month passed.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan still hadn’t returned, and there was no word of him at all.
    

    

    
      In this era, communication was undeveloped and news slow to spread. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had few connections, so it was difficult even to ask around.
    

    

    
      He could only comfort Hong Mingquan’s wife and child:
    

    

    
      “No news means good news. Perhaps he was delayed by something unforeseen.”⁷
    

    

    
      Li, Hong Mingquan’s wife, and their son Hong Zilin showed great strength. 
    

    

    
      They didn’t weep or fuss—they continued with their daily routines. 
    

    

    
      What they felt privately remained unknown to him.
    

    

    
      The next day, Hong Zilin volunteered to start martial training under Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      Now each morning he practiced with the other boys, and he had already become “Senior Brother Big” among them.
    

    

    
      Over these two weeks, the lady in blue hadn’t come back to challenge him again.
    

    

    
      On this morning, just after breakfast, Chen Ming was reading in the courtyard—a history book—trying to catch up on the factual knowledge of this world.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, maid Chunxiang came to report: a guest surnamed Zhou was requesting to see him.
    

    

    
      “Here to see me?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, indeed.”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang had been staying at the Chen residence for over half a month, and instead of becoming fairer, she had actually grown darker.
    

    

    
      She and Xiaxiang were both quite motivated. 
    

    

    
      Knowing that Chen Ming was teaching martial arts to others, they had been secretly trying to learn by watching from the sidelines. 
    

    

    
      When he discovered this, he simply allowed them to train along with the others in the mornings—on the condition that it wouldn’t interfere with their primary duties.
    

    

    
      The two sisters were immensely grateful.
    

    

    
      They knew very well that in most households, such behavior—secretly trying to learn martial arts—would at the very least get their limbs broken.
    

    

    
      From that day on, they became completely loyal to this young master.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought it over but couldn’t recall knowing any friend surnamed Zhou, so he said, “Invite him in.”
    

    

    
      Soon, the guest was led in. 
    

    

    
      He was a stranger—an unfamiliar middle-aged man wearing a humble smile. 
    

    

    
      As soon as he entered, he bowed deeply and respectfully. “I am Zhou Quan, paying respects to Lord Chen.”
    

    

    
      This caught Chen Ming off guard.
    

    

    
      However, he didn’t rush to help the man up. For someone to give such an exaggerated salute upon their first meeting—there had to be something going on.
    

    

    
      Either he wanted something.
    

    

    
      Or he had come to atone for a misdeed.
    

    

    
      In a flash of thought, Chen Ming stepped aside, refusing the bow. He spoke indifferently, “I don’t dare accept the title of ‘lord.’ Mr. Zhou, why would you greet me with such a grand gesture upon our first meeting? Could it be you’ve done something shameful?”
    

    

    
      Cold sweat instantly poured down Zhou Quan’s face. He didn’t even dare to wipe it and replied, trembling, “My lord sees clearly. It was all my fault—momentarily muddled by greed and deceived by a scoundrel. I committed a disgraceful act. I’ve come specifically to apologize. I beg your lordship not to hold a grudge against a lowly person like me and grant me a chance.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was puzzled seeing the man trembling like a leaf. 
    

    

    
      Was he really that terrifying?
    

    

    
      He asked, “Tell me the full story.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Quan stammered through the whole ordeal.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      It turned out Zhou Quan was a medicinal herb merchant who had worked with the Chen family’s pharmacy for many years. 
    

    

    
      Even when Chen Ming’s parents were still alive, they used to source from him.
    

    

    
      Just over a month ago, someone had approached him, asking him to tamper with a shipment bound for the Chen pharmacy—offering generous rewards in return.
    

    

    
      Blinded by greed, he did as the man asked.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui hadn’t been on guard at the time—after all, Zhou had been a long-term supplier—so he accepted the batch without question.
    

    

    
      Later, somehow, he discovered something wrong with the goods and confronted Zhou Quan about it. 
    

    

    
      Of course, Zhou denied everything.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Chen Rui eventually found another supplier, paid a premium for a new batch, and managed to make the delivery on time—thus preserving the pharmacy’s reputation.
    

    

    
      Afterward, Zhou grew increasingly uneasy with guilt and had now come, bearing gifts, to seek forgiveness.
    

    

    
      Having heard everything, Chen Ming finally understood why his big brother had been staying at the pharmacy for several days straight without returning home.
    

    

    
      However, since Chen Rui hadn’t said a word about it, Chen Ming had simply played dumb.
    

    

    
      Of course, he didn’t believe Zhou’s explanation about a guilty conscience. 
    

    

    
      That was pure nonsense. 
    

    

    
      Most likely, he had heard somewhere that Chen Rui’s younger brother had become a Ninth Grade Martial Artist and had come groveling out of fear of retaliation.¹
    

    

    
      Whether Chen Ming reported it to the authorities or took private revenge, it was not something a small-time herb merchant like Zhou could bear.
    

    

    
      To ordinary people, a Ninth Grade Martial Artist was an unchallengeable force.¹
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at Zhou Quan, who was kneeling on the ground sobbing with remorse, and felt no sympathy. 
    

    

    
      He asked coldly, “Who was the one that told you to do this?”
    

    

    
      “I… I recognize him… He was… a steward from Jinyuan Prosperity Trading…”
    

    

    
      Jinyuan Prosperity?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was momentarily stunned.
    

    

    
      He had nearly forgotten this old enemy of the original body’s owner. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected them to show up again now, trying to make their presence known.
    

    

    
      “My lord… I was truly momentarily blinded by greed… I’m willing to compensate…” Zhou Quan continued to plead.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found it annoying and said, “Step aside. Wait for my big brother to return. Whether or not he forgives you is up to him.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until evening that Chen Rui returned home. 
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Quan, he immediately flew into a rage. 
    

    

    
      Normally a gentle man, he almost rushed up to punch him.
    

    

    
      “You still have the face to come to my house?”
    

    

    
      “Manager Chen, please calm your anger. I’ve come to apologize—I’m willing to compensate you for all your losses…” Zhou Quan didn’t dare dodge. He just shouted loudly.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui froze when he heard the word “compensate.”
    

    

    
      He could hardly believe it. 
    

    

    
      The image of Zhou’s shameless denial during their last confrontation was still fresh in his memory.
    

    

    
      And now, he was offering compensation of his own accord?
    

    

    
      Looking at Zhou’s fearful expression, then at his younger brother casually sipping tea on the side, everything suddenly clicked into place.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t guilt that drove Zhou here—it was fear of his younger brother, now a Ninth Grade Martial Artist!
    

    

    
      For a moment, Chen Rui’s emotions were complicated.
    

    

    
      In the end, it still came down to relying on his younger brother to clean up the mess.
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      Chapter 34: Was It You Who Killed Them?
    

    

    
      “You know, you almost destroyed our Chunhe Hall. That’s the hard work of my parents over half their lifetime.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui’s expression darkened, and he sneered coldly, “Compensation? What are you going to use to compensate us?”
    

    

    
      Seeing how quickly he slipped into character, Chen Ming felt quite gratified.
    

    

    
      To be honest, he had been a bit worried that this elder brother of his was too soft-hearted to manage a shop. But now it seemed he had underestimated him.
    

    

    
      Zhou Quan wore a bitter expression and said, “Manager Chen, I had no choice. Jin Yuansheng is such a powerful force—I really couldn’t afford to offend them…”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui slammed the table. “You can’t afford to offend Jin Yuansheng, but you can afford to offend our Chen family?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Quan glanced at Chen Ming and involuntarily shuddered. Gritting his teeth, he said, “Jin Yuansheng gave me five hundred taels to frame you. I’ll also add all my own savings—another five hundred taels—as compensation…”
    

    

    
      That made a total of one thousand taels.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui remained unmoved. “Are you trying to send off a beggar?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Quan was on the verge of tears. “Then how about this? I’ll sell my house too. It should fetch three or four hundred taels, making it one thousand five hundred.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui only sneered in response.
    

    

    
      Zhou Quan hesitated for a moment, then sighed. “Fine. I’ll sell the farmland back in my hometown too—two thousand taels. That’s everything I own. I really can’t give more.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui raised three fingers. “Three thousand taels. As long as that amount is paid, we’ll let the matter drop.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Quan’s face changed dramatically at those words. He blurted out, “Three thousand taels… I really can’t come up with that!”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui couldn’t be bothered to argue. He lifted his teacup and said, “See the guest out.”
    

    

    
      Two strong maidservants stepped forward and began dragging him out.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to be hauled out of the hall, Zhou Quan let out a pig-like shriek. “I’ll pay… I’ll pay… three thousand taels…”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui raised his hand, signaling the two maidservants to let go, and said to him, “Shopkeeper Zhou, those were your own words—three thousand taels.”
    

    

    
      “I said it!”
    

    

    
      Zhou Quan sobbed as he spoke, tears streaming down from heartache.
    

    

    
      Three thousand taels—all the money he had earned over the years, now gone in an instant.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui pressed him, “When will you pay?”
    

    

    
      “Give me a few days…”
    

    

    
      “Five days.”
    

    

    
      “Five days is too short.”
    

    

    
      “Then seven days.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui spoke in a tone that brooked no argument, “After seven days, if I haven’t seen the money, I don’t know what my younger brother might do.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Quan’s expression froze. “I will… I definitely will.”
    

    

    
      The reason he had come to apologize in person was because he had heard a certain rumor.
    

    

    
      Just over a month ago, Old Ghost Xiao of Wanli Gambling House had schemed to cheat Chen Rui out of money and came to demand repayment, only to be thrown out by Chen Rui’s younger brother.
    

    

    
      That same night, Old Ghost Xiao’s men came to apologize and even paid compensation.
    

    

    
      Not long after, Old Ghost Xiao died mysteriously.
    

    

    
      They said it was suicide—but who would believe that?
    

    

    
      As for who had done it, it was self-evident.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Quan heard that rumor, it was like falling into an icy abyss.
    

    

    
      What he had done was no different from Old Ghost Xiao.
    

    

    
      With the temperament of Chen Rui’s younger brother, who knew if one night he’d show up at his doorstep and slit his throat. Killing his whole family wasn’t out of the question.
    

    

    
      Those three thousand taels were his life money.
    

    

    
      He had already decided that after paying the compensation, he would never do business in Qingfeng City again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After Zhou Quan left—
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “That man is pretty tactful.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui thought to himself, Isn’t it all because of you, Ah Ming?
    

    

    
      After Old Ghost Xiao’s death, everyone in town now knew that the second son of the Chen family was ruthless and merciless, killing without hesitation.
    

    

    
      Because of that fearsome reputation, business dealings had become a lot smoother.
    

    

    
      He looked at his younger brother, his face filled with guilt. “Ah Ming, you handed the money to me, yet I let you down. We lost five hundred taels on this deal.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, “Didn’t we just earn it back? A full three thousand taels—six times the profit.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui gave a bitter smile. “He only paid out of fear of your retaliation.”
    

    

    
      “What’s this yours or mine? We brothers are one. I walk the path of martial arts to safeguard this family. You do business to earn money and support my cultivation.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was shaken. 
    

    

    
      He lowered his head in shame. “I was short-sighted, Ah Ming. Don’t blame me. Honestly, I was afraid I’d be a burden to you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled gently. “When I was imprisoned and you spent all the family savings to ransom me, did you think I was your burden then?”
    

    

    
      “I…”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui felt a surge of emotion, his nose stung, and it felt like something was stuck in his throat.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming encouraged him, “I have someone teaching me martial arts. But big brother, you have to figure out business on your own. Taking a small loss is like paying tuition. I believe that before long, you’ll be the manager of the biggest firm in Qingfeng Prefecture.”
    

    

    
      He truly meant those words.
    

    

    
      Judging by today’s performance, Chen Rui was absolutely a qualified businessman.
    

    

    
      As long as Chen Ming could become the strongest martial artist in Qingfeng Prefecture, his big brother would naturally become the biggest firm’s manager.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui declared with excitement, “Alright! I will never let you down, Ah Ming.”
    

    

    
      The two brothers clasped hands tightly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      Seven days later, Zhou Quan indeed delivered the three thousand taels as promised—a silver note redeemable at the Four Seas Bank.
    

    

    
      After receiving Chen Ming’s promise that all grievances were settled, he left the Chen household with a sense of great relief, having resolved never to set foot in Qingfeng City again.
    

    

    
      Those three thousand taels had cost him dearly—nearly half his life.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui split the money, giving one thousand taels to Chen Ming, and depositing the remaining two thousand into the apothecary’s public account.
    

    

    
      This time, the shop’s reputation had been preserved thanks to a benefactor’s help.
    

    

    
      Afterwards, Chen Rui brought gifts to that benefactor’s home, thereby establishing a valuable connection. 
    

    

    
      Now with capital and Chen Ming’s growing reputation, he was able to build ties with many people who had once trained at the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      The apothecary’s business finally began to thrive.
    

    

    
      Though Jin Yuansheng was a large enterprise, it still couldn’t dominate Qingfeng City completely.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, through the connection of Hong Mingquan’s wife, Chen Ming got acquainted with several of Huo Chengkun’s registered disciples. 
    

    

    
      All of them were Ninth Grade martial artists and had once shared a good relationship with Hong Mingquan.
    

    

    
      After some inquiries, they learned that something really had happened to the Huo family’s funeral procession. 
    

    

    
      Nearing Xiaoshui, they had encountered a group of horse bandits, suffering heavy casualties.
    

    

    
      The few who survived were currently recovering at the Xiaoshui Sect.
    

    

    
      Among the survivors, Hong Mingquan was not one of them.
    

    

    
      When Madam Li heard the news, she fainted on the spot.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a chill run through his entire body.
    

    

    
      Something about this situation was very suspicious. 
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan must have known something, which was why he made arrangements beforehand and entrusted his wife and son to him.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he recalled that elderly woman mentioning the “Sword Canon.”
    

    

    
      Could it be because of that?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t know—and didn’t want to know. 
    

    

    
      Better not to get involved and risk bringing disaster on himself.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Half a month later, Hong Mingquan’s remains were brought back.
    

    

    
      Madam Li and Hong Zilin moved out of the Chen household. 
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan had property in the city, and the mother and son transported the coffin back home to hold the funeral.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt deep sorrow over Hong Mingquan’s death.
    

    

    
      Two days after the funeral—
    

    

    
      That night, a pebble pierced the paper window and landed on the table. 
    

    

    
      Wrapped around the pebble was a slip of paper.
    

    

    
      Upon unfolding it, he saw it was from that blue-clad young lady again.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grabbed his saber and stepped out into the back alley. 
    

    

    
      There, he saw a graceful girl clad in night attire. In a cold voice, he said, “I thought you wouldn’t come again.”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu snorted. “Until I defeat you in swordplay, I will never be satisfied. En garde!”
    

    

    
      With that, she launched her attack.
    

    

    
      Perfect timing!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was already simmering with rage.
    

    

    
      Facing her sword, he advanced instead of retreating.
    

    

    
      Clang, clang—two blades clashed.
    

    

    
      He had already seized the initiative.
    

    

    
      It was clear that Zhong Shuyu had improved significantly since a month ago.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming had improved even more.
    

    

    
      He held nothing back. His long saber roared like a violent wind, his attacks as relentless as a torrential storm.
    

    

    
      Soon, Zhong Shuyu couldn’t hold out any longer.
    

    

    
      After about thirty moves—clang!
    

    

    
      With a cry, Zhong Shuyu lost her grip and her longsword flew from her hand.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s saber was now at her throat. Seeing the sharp, icy intent in his eyes, her body stiffened. 
    

    

    
      She dared not make a move.
    

    

    
      “Was it your group who ambushed the Huo family’s funeral procession?”
    

    

    
      So what if it was?
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu wanted to say that, but in the end, she didn’t dare. 
    

    

    
      She had a strong feeling that if she admitted it, he really might kill her.
    

    

    
      Her lips trembled. “It wasn’t.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming withdraw his saber.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu gave him a fierce glare, didn’t even bother to retrieve her sword, leapt onto the rooftop, and quickly vanished from sight.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched her disappearing figure and sighed.
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      Chapter 35: One Year Later
    

    

    
      In the Great Jin Dynasty, autumn of the ninth year of Jinghe.
    

    

    
      On this day, the autumn air was crisp and clear—a rare spell of fine weather.
    

    

    
      Early in the morning, Lu Zhihao, who had just left the Yichun Courtyard, sat drunkenly in his carriage. 
    

    

    
      Still in a haze, he felt a bit stifled and opened the carriage window to get some air.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the carriage stopped in front of a paifang gate.
    

    

    
      Feeling irritable, Lu Zhihao asked, “Why aren’t we moving?”
    

    

    
      The driver replied, “Young Master, we can’t get through ahead.”
    

    

    
      “What’s going on?”
    

    

    
      He stuck his head out and saw a crowd gathered at the entrance of a nearby alley. The gate was adorned with festive decorations, suggesting a celebration of some sort.
    

    

    
      Faintly visible on the plaque were the words “Chen Residence.”
    

    

    
      He asked, “Who’s holding a celebration here?”
    

    

    
      A young servant beside him eagerly volunteered, “I’ll go ask.”
    

    

    
      Then he got off the carriage.
    

    

    
      After a while, the servant returned, his expression a little odd, and said, “Young Master, do you still remember that Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming?
    

    

    
      At the mention of that name, a flash of deep resentment passed through Lu Zhihao’s eyes. He gritted his teeth and said, “Of course I remember. If not for him, how would I have been kicked out of Jinyuan Prosperity Trading? I was even locked up by the old man for six months.”
    

    

    
      Last year, he had been the top steward at Jinyuan Prosperity Trading. 
    

    

    
      Thanks to his brother-in-law’s connections, he had secured a lucrative post, living a life of smug success.
    

    

    
      Then, out of nowhere, that brash kid appeared and went straight to the Old Master to report him, accusing him of embezzlement and lining his own pockets!
    

    

    
      Just thinking of it made Lu Zhihao’s teeth itch with hatred.
    

    

    
      Was he the only one who took a cut?
    

    

    
      At Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, all stewards did it. It was an unspoken rule beneath the table. Was the Old Master unaware? He simply chose to turn a blind eye.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he ran into that stubborn fool who didn’t know how to play the game.
    

    

    
      Once those unspoken rules were dragged into the open, the Old Master naturally wouldn’t let it slide and used the chance to make an example of someone.
    

    

    
      He became that sacrificial chicken.
    

    

    
      Not only was he dismissed, but he was also put under house arrest for six months. Afterward, no matter how he pleaded with his brother-in-law, he was never reinstated at Jinyuan Prosperity Trading.
    

    

    
      He had planned to severely punish that blockhead and then get rid of him altogether, to vent his anger.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, the old shopkeeper spoke in that brat’s favor, and even his brother-in-law didn’t want to make a fuss and lose face, so the matter was dropped.
    

    

    
      Soon after, word spread that the brat had become a Ninth Grade Martial Artist and had even gotten close to the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      Then his sister tried to deal with that brat’s elder brother but failed, and instead was scolded by her husband and forbidden from making any further moves.
    

    

    
      The more Lu Zhihao thought about it, the more frustrated he became. In a fit of anger, he kicked the servant, “Bringing him up first thing in the morning? What bad luck.”
    

    

    
      Rubbing the spot where he’d been kicked, the servant said with a bitter smile, “I didn’t mean to bring him up. The road’s blocked because it’s their housewarming celebration.”
    

    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao froze, a nameless fire welling up in his chest.
    

    

    
      This was Xiushui Street—property here wasn’t cheap. 
    

    

    
      A year ago, the Chen family had already fallen on hard times. To bail Chen Ming out of prison, they had exhausted all their family assets.
    

    

    
      And now, just a year later, they’d turned it around?
    

    

    
      Seeing an enemy prosper—it was more painful than being killed.
    

    

    
      At that moment, voices came from outside:
    

    

    
      “Whose family is this? So many guests have shown up.”
    

    

    
      “I heard it’s the Chen brothers. They run a pharmacy—Spring Harmony Hall over on Perfume Street…”
    

    

    
      “Spring Harmony Hall? Oh, I know that place. Their cold medicine works pretty well. So it’s their family, huh?”
    

    

    
      “I heard a year ago, Spring Harmony Hall was about to go under. Then the second son of the Chen family suddenly got enlightened and became a Ranked Martial Artist. The family made a comeback, and within just a year, they managed to buy such a grand residence…”
    

    

    
      “So it’s that second son of the Chen family. I heard he’s a disciple of Master Huo, not yet twenty, handsome and refined, and still unmarried…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Listening to the neighborhood ladies and young wives praise Chen Ming at the roadside, Lu Zhihao felt even more suffocated. He could no longer bear it and ordered, “Driver, take a detour.”
    

    

    
      The coachman said helplessly, “Young Master, the back is completely blocked. We won’t be able to move for a while.”
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao turned his head and indeed saw several carriages behind them, tightly packed, making it impossible to turn around.
    

    

    
      He was nearly driven mad with frustration and could only close the carriage window angrily.
    

    

    
      Outside, voices of discussion kept drifting in.
    

    

    
      “…Sigh, becoming a martial artist really is something. If my boy could achieve something like that, I’d give up ten years of my life willingly.”
    

    

    
      “I heard the second son of the Chen family has taken in a lot of young children, giving them martial arts enlightenment. His tuition fees are much lower than a martial arts school’s. Maybe you should let your second son give it a try.”
    

    

    
      “Really?”
    

    

    
      “Of course! Look at those boys in blue uniforms—those are his disciples. Don’t they look spirited?”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Lu Zhihao was suddenly struck with a thought. 
    

    

    
      He opened the carriage window again and looked toward the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, he saw a group of children, all about ten years old, dressed in uniform, standing in two neat rows, offering congratulations for the Chen family’s housewarming celebration.
    

    

    
      The children wore solemn expressions and moved in perfect unison, naturally forming an imposing presence that left the onlookers awestruck.
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao felt his heart skip a beat. 
    

    

    
      That brat had actually trained a group of children to such a degree.
    

    

    
      You could believe it was a military formation!
    

    

    
      At the same time, a smile crept onto his face, and he couldn’t help but laugh aloud.
    

    

    
      Seeing his mood suddenly improve, the young servant quickly asked, “Young Master, why are you laughing?”
    

    

    
      “I’m laughing at that brat’s ignorance of the rules—he’s courting his own death.”
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao laughed heartily, gloating, “In Qingfeng City, you can’t just take in that many disciples as you please.”
    

    

    
      The servant was confused. “There’s someone who manages disciples?”
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao was in a great mood and patiently explained, “If you take in three or five disciples, no one cares. But if you suddenly take in twenty or thirty, someone’s going to step in. Just wait—there’s going to be a good show soon.”
    

    

    
      The servant reminded him, “Young Master, don’t forget. The Young Master-in-law told you not to mess with that Chen Er.”
    

    

    
      “This time, he’s the one digging his own grave. What’s that got to do with me?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      While it was lively outside, Chen Ming was in the backyard entertaining distinguished guests—none other than Deng Ziyang, Guan Peng, and Zhuang Xiaotian.
    

    

    
      Ten months had passed. 
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian had successfully passed the martial exam and joined the Six Doors as officers, assigned to small counties.
    

    

    
      Their terms had just ended, and they had returned to report in. 
    

    

    
      It so happened to coincide with his housewarming, so they came to offer their congratulations.
    

    

    
      As for Guan Peng, he was less fortunate—he failed the political screening and was eliminated.
    

    

    
      Reportedly, his grandfather’s generation had been bandits and had even made it onto the Six Doors’ wanted list. Unfortunately, that was discovered during the investigation.
    

    

    
      Now, the four of them were reunited again, and all were overjoyed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could clearly see the changes in the three. Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian were naturally full of youthful spirit. They had completed their one-year probation early and were about to become full-fledged officers.
    

    

    
      Once confirmed, they would officially hold the status of Ninth Grade Officials!
    

    

    
      In contrast, Guan Peng had become tanned and spoke less.
    

    

    
      Mainly because the other three were talking while he mostly listened, seldom expressing his own views.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit emotional—it was just as they said, everyone has their own destiny.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang also noticed Guan Peng’s silence and asked, “Second Brother, what are your plans now?”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng picked up a cup on the table and said, “I’ve already joined Wanlong Trading Company. I’ll be going out to sea soon.”
    

    

    
      The three were all stunned.
    

    

    
      “What, you’re going to sea?”
    

    

    
      “Are you crazy?”
    

    

    
      “That’s way too dangerous.”
    

    

    
      Seeing their reactions, a faint smile appeared on Guan Peng’s face—one tinged with a mysterious emotion. “Though the seas are stormy, the profits are also great. Wanlong Trading promised that if I’m willing to go to sea, they’ll teach me the Wan family’s ‘Azure Wave Technique.’ If I don’t take a gamble, I’ll never be content.”
    

    

    
      “No need to talk me out of it. My mind’s made up. I came this time to say goodbye. You are my brothers and dearest friends—just wish me smooth sailing.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he raised his wine cup.
    

    

    
      The three of them were left speechless, and each raised their own cups to drink with him.
    

    

    
      For a moment, a sense of tragic grandeur filled the air among the four.
    

    

    
      Seeing their expressions, Guan Peng said, “What’s with you all? Like I’m going off to die or something. Relax, I care about my own life more than you do—I’m not dying that easily.”
    

    

    

  Chapter 36: Command

    
      Chapter 36: Command
    

    

    
      “Second Young Master, the Eldest Young Master wants to see you.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chunxiang came to report.
    

    

    
      After a year of recovery, she no longer looked as thin as before. Her complexion had improved significantly, though her skin was still dark. It was unclear whether it was naturally that way, or if it was due to the daily martial training under the sun.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said to Deng Ziyang, “Please excuse me for a moment.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang smiled and replied, “No need to host us. Go take care of your matters.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed Chunxiang out of the small courtyard and only then learned that an esteemed guest had arrived, and his elder brother had asked him to help with the reception.
    

    

    
      The visitors were several registered disciples of Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      He walked over with a smile to welcome them. “Senior Brother Gu, Senior Brother Wang, Senior Brother Li, your presence truly brings glory to this humble abode.”
    

    

    
      Leading the group, Gu Junrong presented a congratulatory gift. “Congratulations on your new residence, Junior Brother. We came specially to offer our well wishes.”
    

    

    
      The other two also handed over their gifts and offered auspicious words.
    

    

    
      After expressing his thanks, Chen Ming accepted the gifts and invited the three into the main hall, personally accompanying them.
    

    

    
      After that, guests continued to arrive one after another. 
    

    

    
      The two brothers were busy receiving them all, their faces nearly frozen from smiling.
    

    

    
      Over the past year, Chen Ming had indeed expanded his network of friends. 
    

    

    
      The pharmacy business kept growing, and Chen Rui had also gained many contacts in the world of commerce. 
    

    

    
      The number of visitors was enormous.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After a whole day of hustle, the sky finally darkened, and all the guests were seen off.
    

    

    
      Only those few “fellow disciples” remained.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming still had to go keep them company. “Senior Brothers, I truly apologize for the neglect.”
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong smiled. “No need to be so formal among fellow disciples.”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai gave a “heh” and said in a strange tone, “Senior Brother Sun didn’t send anyone to offer congratulations?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood he was referring to Sun Shicai and responded indifferently, “Senior Brother Sun is a busy man.”
    

    

    
      After all, the invitation had been delivered, and he had fulfilled the formalities.
    

    

    
      Now, the registered disciples of the Huo Residence had split into two factions. 
    

    

    
      One was led by Sun Shicai, the other by Zhang Mingyu.
    

    

    
      Among Huo Chengkun’s personal disciples, the only ones still alive were the third disciple Zhang Mingyu, the fourth disciple Sun Shicai, and the seventh disciple Wen Zehao.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao hadn’t gone to Xiaoshui that day. 
    

    

    
      In the eyes of many, this was considered unfilial, and he was no longer acknowledged as part of the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      Of course, this also meant he managed to keep his life.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai didn’t go either, but he had a reason—he was injured at the time. 
    

    

    
      Moreover, as a patrol envoy of the Six Doors, there were naturally many who wished to curry favor with him.
    

    

    
      There were also quite a few who disapproved of Sun Shicai, and they naturally aligned themselves with Zhang Mingyu. 
    

    

    
      Although Zhang was senior, his cultivation was inferior to Sun’s and he held no official position, but he stood for righteousness.
    

    

    
      According to the succession order, Zhang Mingyu naturally became the inheritor of Huo Chengkun’s legacy in the martial world.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had earned the goodwill of many through his benevolent support of Hong Mingquan’s widow and child. His relationship with Zhang Mingyu was quite good, so he naturally leaned toward Zhang’s faction.
    

    

    
      Of course, he didn’t go out of his way to offend Sun Shicai either. He never neglected any of the formal courtesies.
    

    

    
      Though the Huo Residence had split into two factions, there was no direct conflict between them. 
    

    

    
      They maintained a facade of harmony.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming soon steered the conversation toward martial arts.
    

    

    
      The three of them became focused, each bringing up the difficulties they had encountered during their daily training, and Chen Ming shared his insights and experiences.
    

    

    
      Rather than a discussion, it was more like instruction.
    

    

    
      He only referred to it as “discussion” out of courtesy for their egos.
    

    

    
      After this exchange of ideas on martial arts, all three felt they had gained greatly, their doubts completely resolved.
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong remarked with emotion, “Junior Brother Chen’s talent in martial arts may not be inferior to Senior Brother Sun’s. What a pity... even Master had moments of oversight. He actually missed out on a prodigy like you.”
    

    

    
      His tone was full of regret.
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai gave a self-deprecating chuckle. “Junior Brother holds nothing back, yet we as senior brothers need to rely on him for guidance. It’s truly embarrassing.”
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong and Li Qingchang both flushed with shame upon hearing that.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said solemnly, “We are all fellow disciples. There’s no need for such formality. Now that Master is no longer with us, we should unite and forge ahead together, so as not to tarnish the reputation of our school.”
    

    

    
      The three of them were somewhat shaken.
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai felt ashamed. “Heh, Junior Brother’s rebuke is warranted. I was narrow-minded and spoke out of turn. I’ll punish myself with three cups.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he downed three cups in a row.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming drank with him.
    

    

    
      These three “Senior Brothers” were the ones Chen Ming was closest with among Huo Chengkun’s many disciples. 
    

    

    
      It was just a pity that they clung to their seniority and were always unwilling to spar with him.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, they were afraid of losing, and it would be too humiliating.
    

    

    
      From them, Chen Ming had come to understand what it meant that “a man lives for his face.”
    

    

    
      Having been around the martial world, they weren’t as straightforward as Deng Ziyang and the other young men. 
    

    

    
      They had too many concerns and would not easily engage in combat with others.
    

    

    
      Because once they lost, their reputation would take a severe hit, and even their market value would plummet.
    

    

    
      All three of them now served as security captains for trading firms, each commanding over a dozen subordinates. If word got out that they were defeated by a junior, who would still hire them as guards?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt helpless. 
    

    

    
      Over the past ten months, martial artists willing to spar with him were few and far between.
    

    

    
      It seemed that the path of making friends widely wouldn’t work out.
    

    

    
      The four of them were drinking heartily when suddenly, Chunxiang’s anxious voice came from outside, “...Young Master, please allow this maid to go and report first...”
    

    

    
      Judging from the sounds, someone had forced their way in.
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai, being hot-tempered and now also drunk, immediately became furious. “Who’s the blind fool? Coming here to cause trouble?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, the person had already barged into the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recognized him at a glance and said with some surprise, “Senior Brother Cai?”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang looked aggrieved. “Second Young Master, he...”
    

    

    
      He waved his hand, signaling her to retreat.
    

    

    
      When Wang Mingkai saw it was Cai Zhonglin, his face filled with disgust. “Yo, isn’t this Cai from Senior Brother Sun’s side? What a rare visitor.”
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin, upon seeing Wang Mingkai the mad dog, looked annoyed as well but did not want to waste words. 
    

    

    
      Arguing with him would lower his status.
    

    

    
      He turned to Chen Ming and said, “Chen Ming, I came here specifically to find you. Fourth Senior Brother asked me to deliver a message.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite curious. What did Sun Shicai want this late at night?
    

    

    
      He asked politely, “May I ask what instructions Senior Brother Sun has?”
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin’s gaze swept across Wang Mingkai and the others.
    

    

    
      “Feel free to speak. We’re all fellow disciples—there’s no need to hide anything from them.”
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin cleared his throat and said, “Today, someone from the Martial Arts School Guild filed a complaint with Fourth Senior Brother, saying that you opened a martial school and accepted disciples without their approval. Is this true?”
    

    

    
      So that was what this was about.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood now and replied calmly, “I merely offered some martial enlightenment to a few ten-year-old children. It’s not exactly opening a school...”
    

    

    
      “So you admit it!” Cai Zhonglin impatiently interrupted him. “Dismiss them immediately. No more accepting disciples in the future. That’s an order from Fourth Senior Brother—”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai gave a cold laugh. “Senior Brother Sun sure throws his weight around. Giving out orders now? What authority does he have to command Junior Brother Chen? As a patrol envoy of the Six Doors, this doesn’t fall under his jurisdiction. Don’t go waving a feather duster like it’s an imperial decree.”
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin, furious at the insult to his senior brother, glared angrily but managed to suppress it. Instead, he stared at Chen Ming. “Chen Ming, you better think it through. If you disobey, and trouble comes your way, Fourth Senior Brother won’t care whether you live or die.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied coolly, “No need for Senior Brother Sun to worry about that. Are you done speaking?”
    

    

    
      “Hmph! Ignorant fool.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his attitude, Cai Zhonglin stormed off immediately.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha… now that was satisfying!”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai laughed heartily. “Junior Brother Chen may seem gentle and mild, but I didn’t expect him to be a man of such backbone. Right up my alley.”
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong couldn’t help but chide, “That foul mouth of yours never knows when to stop. Now Junior Brother Chen has thoroughly offended Cai Zhonglin. He’s bound to exaggerate things to Sun Shicai. That’s quite a grudge to make.”
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang also said worriedly, “The Martial Arts School Guild isn’t to be trifled with. For anyone opening a martial school without approval, they’ve always either crippled or killed them. They spared you only out of respect for Senior Brother Sun. If he washes his hands of it, you’re in real danger.”
    

    

    
      Even Wang Mingkai fell silent. He understood the severity of the situation.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “Don’t worry, I have my own way of handling this.”
    

    

    
      He glanced at the panel, confidence swelling within him.
    

    

    
      【Level: 20】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 3923】
    

    

    
      【Techniques: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level Perfection), Three Suns Body Tempering (Fourth Level 4/10000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: Three Talents Fist (Proficient 55/500+), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Advanced), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Advanced), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Proficient 55/10000)】
    

    

    
      At this moment, he had already reached the Eighth Grade cultivation level!
    

  Chapter 37: Mustering Forces to Demand Justice

    
      Chapter 37: Mustering Forces to Demand Justice
    

    

    
      It was late at night—around the hour of the Rat.
    

    

    
      After sending off Gu Junrong and the other two, Chen Ming returned to his room to read. On the red‑clay brazier beside him sat a pot of huangjiu (yellow wine), filling the whole room with its fragrant aroma.
    

    

    
      As a modern man, he valued privacy. He didn’t need anyone to attend to him at night. 
    

    

    
      The two maidservants, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang, lived elsewhere, and in this courtyard, he was the only occupant.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the window slid open from the outside, and a woman’s voice floated in: “At last, I no longer have to fight in the alley.”
    

    

    
      A dark silhouette flipped inside—it was Zhong Shuyu, clad in a full night‑attire.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming seemed to have anticipated her arrival—two wine cups had already been prepared. He said calmly, “You could’ve just come in through the main gate.”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu argued with conviction, “We’re meeting in secret at night—how could we use the front gate?”
    

    

    
      She confidently seated herself on the stool across from him, her eyes fixed on the pot of yellow wine. 
    

    

    
      She swallowed audibly. “Where did you get this wine?”
    

    

    
      “It’s home‑brewed.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up the pot, poured her a cup.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu drank it in one gulp. Her eyes lit up, and she praised, “Good wine.”¹
    

    

    
      “Are you not afraid I put poison in it?”
    

    

    
      “What would you poison me for?” Zhong Shuyu let out a light, teasing laugh. “If you wanted to kill me, you’d have done it long ago. If you wanted... other pleasures, you’d slip in some love potion—that’s marital delight.”
    

    

    
      She had just drunk, and her eyes flashed with a hint of coquettishness.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had long known she wasn’t some proper noble lady, but hearing such bold and brazen words still caught him off guard.
    

    

    
      Over the past ten months, Zhong Shuyu had come to train with him every few days. 
    

    

    
      After a while, he discerned the pattern—she came on Mondays, Thursdays, and Sundays, just like a weekly market visit.
    

    

    
      They had sparred nearly a hundred times. Though they rarely spoke, they had become quite familiar.
    

    

    
      This was the first time they’d sat down and chatted like this.
    

    

    
      He said, “You have a weak tolerance for alcohol—after just one cup, you’re already speaking nonsense.”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu sighed and said, “I thought you were different from other men. Didn’t expect you’d be this dull.” 
    

    

    
      With that, she grabbed the wine jug and tilted her head back to drink.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sensed something unusual in her behavior tonight, but he tacitly refrained from asking.
    

    

    
      During these ten months, he had never inquired about her matters.
    

    

    
      She likewise never asked of his, preserving the pure bond of training partners.
    

    

    
      This tacit understanding was precisely why their partnership endured so long.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu downed the entire pot of yellow wine in one breath. Wiping her lips, she stood and drew her sword. “Come on—today I absolutely intend to beat you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up the long saber resting nearby. 
    

    

    
      Together, they left the courtyard.
    

    

    
      “Present your sword.”
    

    

    
      They began to spar in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After thirty‑odd moves, Zhong Shuyu suddenly snapped, “No more.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming halted, looking at her in puzzlement.
    

    

    
      She glared at him, furious. “Every time you hold back. Doesn’t it bother you?”
    

    

    
      She had sparred with her two senior brothers before. 
    

    

    
      At first, they had been patient—but after a few bouts, they began to find excuses to avoid her. Even her own senior brothers were like that.
    

    

    
      But this man—Chen Ming—came to spar with her every few days, never showing impatience. He would fight calmly with her for over fifty moves before finally achieving a narrow “victory.”
    

    

    
      It was always like that.
    

    

    
      His strength far surpassed hers—he didn’t need more than ten moves to beat her.
    

    

    
      At first, Zhong Shuyu had come to him out of a twisted curiosity—to see just how long he would tolerate it. 
    

    

    
      One month passed, then three, then half a year...
    

    

    
      He remained the same.
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, she began to enjoy it. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s encouraging gaze—his generosity, his acceptance—guided her, inspired her...
    

    

    
      It was something she had never experienced in others.
    

    

    
      “Why are you so good to me?”
    

    

    
      When Zhong Shuyu said this, tears welled up in her eyes.
    

    

    
      A giant question mark popped up in Chen Ming’s mind. We’re just training partners—what kind of nonsense are you imagining on your own?
    

    

    
      Since she had already spoken so directly, Zhong Shuyu decided to go all in.
    

    

    
      “I’m leaving… going to a faraway place. I don’t know when I’ll be back, or if I’ll even come back…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought for a moment and said, “Then I wish you a safe journey, miss.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that he still didn’t get it and remained as dense as ever, Zhong Shuyu’s face flushed red with frustration. 
    

    

    
      She bit her lip, then finally summoned her courage and asked,
    

    

    
      “Do… do you want me to go?”
    

    

    
      Wait, you’re being serious?!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s scalp tingled. He could only brace himself and reply, “Whether to go or not should be for the lady to decide yourself.”
    

    

    
      A gust of wind blew past, carrying away the tear hanging from the corner of the young lady’s eye.
    

    

    
      Clang—
    

    

    
      A longsword fell to the ground as the girl turned and fled, covering her face.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched her silhouette vanish into the night and sighed.
    

    

    
      That was the second sword she had left behind here. 
    

    

    
      She must be really rich.
    

    

    
      Then he recalled that the only ranked martial artist willing to spar with him had now fallen out with him. 
    

    

    
      He felt a twinge of regret.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Early the next morning, Chen Ming sat down to breakfast with his elder brother, sister-in-law, and their children.
    

    

    
      His niece, Chen Lirong, was almost two years old and was still being fed some meat porridge by her wet nurse.
    

    

    
      His nephew, Chen Lide, was a year older and sat very upright. 
    

    

    
      He now faced the delicious food on the table with a calm expression. But that sneaky gulping motion didn’t escape Chen Ming’s perception.
    

    

    
      Clearly, the little guy was a born foodie.
    

    

    
      Only after Chen Ming sat down did the others begin eating.
    

    

    
      After breakfast, the two brothers went to the study.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui spoke with some concern, “Ah Ming, I heard that yesterday Envoy Sun sent someone over. Did something unpleasant happen between you two?”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      “Was it because of the Martial Arts School Guild?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit gratified—this showed that his elder brother was no longer as naive as he was a year ago. 
    

    

    
      At the very least, he now understood the family’s current crisis.
    

    

    
      “So you already know, big brother. Don’t worry, I have my own way of handling it.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that Chen Ming was confident, Chen Rui said no more. “That’s good.”
    

    

    
      He trusted Ah Ming could take care of it.
    

    

    
      Just then, someone ran in from outside in a panic. “Something’s wrong! A group claiming to be from the Martial Arts School Guild forced their way in. They said they’re here to confront Second Young Master!”
    

    

    
      That was fast.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a bit surprised. He turned to Chen Rui and said, “I’ll handle it. You go keep sister-in-law and the kids company.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui nodded. 
    

    

    
      He knew full well he couldn’t help with martial matters. So he went back to the rear courtyard to comfort his wife.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go. Lead the way.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming strode toward the door, a surge of heroic spirit rising in his chest.
    

    

    
      Over the past ten months, Chen Ming’s main source of experience came from the students he had taken in—now totaling twenty-eight people. 
    

    

    
      He also sparred with Zhong Shuyu from time to time. 
    

    

    
      Altogether, over the three hundred days, he had gained a total of 18,000 experience points.
    

    

    
      Of these, 8,000 were allocated to the Three Suns Body Tempering, pushing his cultivation to the Eighth Grade.
    

    

    
      Another 7,000 were used on the Swallow Returns Sword Technique. 
    

    

    
      He had more than 3,000 points left in reserve.
    

    

    
      He had been lying low for nearly a year, developing steadily in secret. 
    

    

    
      Now, at last, he could openly challenge martial artists from other schools.
    

    

    

  Chapter 38: Lenient Treatment

    
      Chapter 38: Lenient Treatment
    

    

    
      Early in the morning, outside the Chen Residence on Xiushui Street, a group of fierce-looking martial artists arrived, armed with sabers and swords. 
    

    

    
      Leading them was a young man in his twenties, his face full of arrogance, shouting, “Kick the door down!”
    

    

    
      One of his burly subordinates stepped forward and kicked the door. With a crack, the latch snapped.
    

    

    
      With another kick, the main doors collapsed.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother Zhang is mighty!”
    

    

    
      At once, the accompanying martial artists all cheered in unison.
    

    

    
      “What are you doing?!”
    

    

    
      The gatekeeper Zhang Li came out and, seeing the main doors had been kicked down, his eyes bulged with rage. 
    

    

    
      Clenching his fists, he looked ready to throw himself at them.
    

    

    
      They had just moved into their new home, and on the second day, someone had smashed their front gate.
    

    

    
      What an utter humiliation!
    

    

    
      The arrogant young man barked, “Li Xiangrong of the Martial Arts School Guild! Today I’ve come to demand justice. Bring Chen Ming out!”
    

    

    
      “Bring Chen Ming out!”
    

    

    
      “Bring Chen Ming out!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      More than a dozen people shouted in unison, their voices echoing far and wide.
    

    

    
      Old Li was so intimidated by their momentum that his legs gave out, and he sat down hard on the ground.
    

    

    
      Such a loud disturbance quickly alarmed the neighboring households. 
    

    

    
      They all sent their house servants out to see what was going on. 
    

    

    
      It was soon learned that the Martial Arts School Guild had come to cause trouble for the Chen family who had just moved in the day before.
    

    

    
      The timid ones shut their gates tight.
    

    

    
      The bolder ones sent servants to keep watch.
    

    

    
      Some fearless individuals even came out to watch the commotion.
    

    

    
      “Martial Arts School Guild? Never heard of it. I only know of the Fabric Guild and the Tea Guild…”
    

    

    
      “There are only a few martial arts schools in Qingfeng City. It’s not strange you haven’t heard of them. They usually don’t cause trouble unless provoked…”
    

    

    
      “Looks like this newly moved-in Chen family is in trouble.”
    

    

    
      “Wonder what they did to get on the Martial Arts School Guild’s bad side…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The Martial Arts School Guild was a group formed by martial artists. 
    

    

    
      Of all the people to provoke, they chose them? Wasn’t that courting death?
    

    

    
      Finally, a young man walked out from the Chen Residence. He was tall and had a valiant, handsome appearance. 
    

    

    
      It was none other than the second son of the Chen family, Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      He walked out slowly and, facing the dozen aggressive intruders, showed not a hint of fear.
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong stood with his hands behind his back, his expression arrogant, clearly looking down on Chen Ming. He asked, “You’re Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming ignored him. Looking at the two fallen doors on the ground, a trace of coldness flashed in his eyes as he asked, “Who did this?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, the frightened gatekeeper Old Li, seeing the second young master had come out, suddenly found his backbone and sprang up from the ground. 
    

    

    
      He pointed at the burly man behind Li Xiangrong and, with a voice tinged with tears, said, “It was him! That damned brute! In broad daylight, he kicked down our gate. May he be cursed with no descendants…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally looked at Li Xiangrong and said coldly, “Does Chen have a grudge with you, sir?”
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong said, “No.”
    

    

    
      “Then an old feud?”
    

    

    
      “Also no.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Then why tear down my door for no reason?”
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong lifted his chin and snapped, “Because you broke the rules of our Martial Arts School Guild by opening a school and taking disciples without permission. Today we’re here to seek justice!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t get angry. He simply said, “I’d like to hear how exactly you plan to seek justice.”
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong raised one finger and said, “First, you are to immediately disband the disciples you have taken.”
    

    

    
      Then he raised a second finger. “Second, you must go to the Martial Arts School Guild and apologize.”
    

    

    
      “Third, you must compensate the guild with five thousand taels of silver.”
    

    

    
      “This is the president showing leniency because you are a disciple of Master Huo, giving you a chance to make amends. Otherwise, you wouldn’t even get to speak—we’d have already taken you by force and brought you to the guild. Don’t ruin yourself!”
    

    

    
      The expression on Li Xiangrong’s face made it seem like he had already granted Chen Ming lenient treatment.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “This Martial Arts School Guild really acts overbearingly.”
    

    

    
      “People who practice martial arts—when are they not overbearing? That’s why they say, better to offend merchants than martial artists. With blades in their hearts, the intent to kill follows—it’s not just talk. They’ll really kill people…”
    

    

    
      “Chen family’s second son is just unlucky. If Master Huo were still around, the Martial Arts School Guild definitely wouldn’t dare storm in like this.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The onlookers whispered amongst themselves. Suddenly, they saw the Chen family’s second son burst into laughter, as if he had just heard something hilarious.
    

    

    
      Everyone thought, had he lost his mind from the shock?
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong scolded impatiently, “What are you laughing at?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed so hard he was nearly in tears. “Should I be thanking your guild leader for his great generosity?”
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong could naturally hear the sarcasm in his tone and sneered. “Sounds like you’re not willing to comply?”
    

    

    
      Before coming, he had consulted the guild leader—what if this Chen Ming refused the punishment?
    

    

    
      The guild leader said only one thing: just don’t kill him.
    

    

    
      He understood immediately. 
    

    

    
      As long as the man was left alive, anything else was fine. 
    

    

    
      Crippling him, maiming him—it was all acceptable.
    

    

    
      This was probably to save face for Sun Shicai. 
    

    

    
      After all, the two of them had come from the same lineage; some respect had to be shown.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said coldly, “Then I’ll also give you two choices. One: repair my gate and apologize in public. I won’t ask for five thousand taels, just five hundred.”
    

    

    
      “Two: otherwise, none of you are leaving.”
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong exploded with rage. “Courting death!”
    

    

    
      He was here on behalf of the Martial Arts School Guild. How dare this brat talk to him like that?
    

    

    
      “Junior Brother Liu, go teach him a lesson.”
    

    

    
      Junior Brother Liu was the burly man who had kicked down the Chen family’s gate. 
    

    

    
      He was from the Xiangyang Martial School, a Ninth Grade Martial Artist, born with astonishing strength, nearly unmatched among Ninth Grade fighters.
    

    

    
      His only weakness was that he wasn’t very bright.
    

    

    
      This group had brought three Ninth Grade martial artists in total—already quite the show of seriousness towards Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong believed that Junior Brother Liu alone could settle this.
    

    

    
      Without a word, Junior Brother Liu charged at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      The onlookers were excited to finally see a fight. Some had witnessed the man kick down the gate with two legs and knew he was incredibly strong.
    

    

    
      Surely this Chen Ming would be injured—
    

    

    
      But just as that thought appeared, they saw the burly man fly backward at even greater speed, crashing to the ground on his back, clutching his leg and screaming in agony.
    

    

    
      Everyone was stunned.
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong’s face froze. He hadn’t even seen how Junior Brother Liu lost.
    

    

    
      How could this be?
    

    

    
      Then he heard the disciple next to him blurt out, “Eighth Grade—”
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Eighth Grade?
    

    

    
      Impossible!
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong couldn’t believe it. How old was this Chen Ming? How could he possibly have reached Eighth Grade?
    

    

    
      Wasn’t he just a Ninth Grade martial artist a year ago?
    

    

    
      In just one year, he had broken through again?
    

    

    
      Absolutely impossible.
    

    

    
      He roared in denial, “Impossible… attack… all of you, attack!”
    

    

    
      “But…” the junior brother hesitated. If Chen Ming truly was Eighth Grade, even if they all rushed him together, they still wouldn’t be his match.
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong glared at him. “You dare defy orders?”
    

    

    
      The junior brother gave a bitter smile. “I wouldn’t dare.”
    

    

    
      “Then go.”
    

    

    
      So, Li Xiangrong led the entire group to charge at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sneered coldly. 
    

    

    
      Facing a dozen attackers, he barely moved—every punch knocked someone down, every kick sent someone flying.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, all of them lay sprawled on the ground.
    

    

    
      Only Li Xiangrong remained standing, his arrogant expression completely gone, replaced by despair. His voice trembled, “You… you… how dare you…”
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Before he could finish, Chen Ming kicked him to the ground.
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong rolled his eyes from the pain and passed out.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at the junior brother named Wang and said calmly, “You. Send someone back and tell your superior to fix my door. Then we can talk.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      On the street, the crowd of onlookers was utterly dumbfounded. 
    

    

    
      They never expected such a reversal.
    

    

    
      Someone said in a trembling voice, “That Chen family’s second son… he’s actually Eighth Grade? How old is he?”
    

    

    
      “I think… just twenty…”
    

    

    
      “Twenty years old and already Eighth Grade… My god…”
    

    

    
      “This Chen family is incredible!”
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      “You defeated a level 8 enemy; gained 3 experience points.”
    

    

    
      “You defeated a level 12 enemy; gained 10 experience points.”
    

    

    
      “You defeated a level 18 enemy; gained 25 experience points.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      A series of notifications flashed before Chen Ming’s eyes. 
    

    

    
      Defeating fourteen people in total yielded only 78 experience points.
    

    

    
      Once he reached level 20, fighting opponents in the teens granted pitifully little experience. 
    

    

    
      After a few repeats, each kill gave only 5 points.
    

    

    
      How much experience would he get for defeating a level 20 opponent?
    

    

    
      He was eager to find out.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the backyard, Chen Rui sat rigidly in a chair, eyes closed to rest, but his hands gripped the armrests so tightly that they revealed his tension.
    

    

    
      Lady Wei held their daughter, who was crying loudly, gently coaxing the little girl while a trace of unease showed in her eyes.
    

    

    
      Nearby, six‑year‑old Chen Lide stood stiff‑faced, refusing to stray from his mother and sister.
    

    

    
      A tense, uneasy atmosphere pervaded the air.
    

    

    
      At that moment, they all realized one clear truth: the honor and disgrace of the entire Chen family now hung on Chen Ming’s shoulders.
    

    

    
      If he succeeded, the whole family would bask in glory.
    

    

    
      If he failed this trial, they would all plummet into the abyss.
    

    

    
      And there was nothing they could do to help.
    

    

    
      As the eldest son, Chen Rui felt a deep helplessness—when danger loomed, he found himself utterly powerless.
    

    

    
      In that agonizing wait…
    

    

    
      An excited voice came from outside. “He won… Second Young Master won!”
    

    

    
      It was the maid Xiaohong, sent by Lady Wei to gather news.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that, Chen Rui felt a weight lift from his heart. 
    

    

    
      In his mind, he silently prayed, “Ancestors, thank you!” He tried to rise and help clean up whatever remained—but found he had no strength.
    

    

    
      He could not stand.
    

    

    
      “This is wonderful… wonderful…”
    

    

    
      Beside him, Lady Wei wept with joy, hugging and kissing her daughter fiercely.
    

    

    
      Little Chen Lirong, unaware of what had happened, only cried louder when she saw her mother like this.
    

    

    
      Chen Lide turned toward the door, his face full of admiration and longing. He wished he could grow up to be like his second uncle—able to face evil, defeat it, and protect his family.
    

    

    
      Just then, breathless Xiaohong rushed into the room.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui hurriedly asked, “Tell me what happened out there.”
    

    

    
      “The Second Young Master… he easily defeated those bad men… I heard people say he’s already an eighth‑grade cultivator.”
    

    

    
      “Eighth grade?”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was stunned, disbelief written all over his face.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t as naive as Xiaohong. 
    

    

    
      Though he had never trained in martial arts, he understood the ranking system well—and knew exactly what an eighth‑grade warrior meant.
    

    

    
      Last year, Ah Ming had just broken into ninth grade after eight years of arduous cultivation.
    

    

    
      Now, just a year later, he’d leapt ahead to eighth grade?
    

    

    
      This seemed unreal.
    

    

    
      He had never heard of anyone in Qingfeng City advancing a full grade so quickly. 
    

    

    
      Cultivators usually needed several years, even three to five years was fast. It wasn’t uncommon for someone to need seven or eight years, or even more than a decade, to stay stuck at ninth grade.
    

    

    
      Could it be that Ah Ming truly was a martial prodigy?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Chen Rui stepped outside, he saw those forced to stand at the gate and was momentarily startled—this scene felt eerily similar to when the debt‑collectors from the Wanli Gambling House came calling last year.
    

    

    
      “Stand still.”
    

    

    
      Gatekeeper Old Li held a bamboo whip, pointing and shouting harshly at them.
    

    

    
      Those dozen burly men, all taller and more imposing than Old Li, dared not lift their heads before him.
    

    

    
      Two of them lay on the ground, seemingly unconscious.
    

    

    
      Ah Ming sat in a rattan chair, steeping tea. Behind him, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang fanned him gently.
    

    

    
      “Brother, come sit.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui walked over, picked up the tea his younger brother had brewed, took a sip, and found himself overwhelmed with thoughts but unsure how to start the conversation.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spoke first. “I know. In business, harmony brings wealth. Big Brother, do you think I went too far, humiliating them like that?”
    

    

    
      The question hit right at Chen Rui’s concerns, and he no longer held back. “I heard the president of the Martial Arts School Guild is the old master of, Master Lei. He’s a seventh-grade expert, once unmatched in the entire county with his Wind and Thunder Saber Technique. He’s not someone easy to deal with.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a slight smile and replied, “He’s old. Over seventy now, and still has to keep up appearances for his school. That shows none of his descendants or disciples are competent. He’s not worth worrying about.”
    

    

    
      “Brother, in the world of martial artists, kindness doesn’t work. That only makes others think you’re easy prey. Then everyone will come to step on you to make a name for themselves. That would be real trouble. Only by striking back hard when provoked will others respect and give you space. That’s what they mean by ‘One powerful punch now is better than a hundred punches later.’”
    

    

    
      These words left Chen Rui sincerely convinced. “Ah Ming, you’ve thought this through—I’m relieved. Do whatever you must. No matter what comes of it, we brothers will bear it together.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the inner courtyard of the Wind and Thunder Martial Hall.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang sat in his study. His hair remained black, but the deep wrinkles on his face betrayed his age.
    

    

    
      Standing before him was Lei Yucheng, just over thirty, earnestly seeking advice. “Grandfather, didn’t Patrol Envoy Sun say not to harm Chen Ming’s life? Then why did you send Li Xiangrong?”
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong had a fiery temper and domineering ways—injuring people was second nature. If he went, it’d be a miracle if Chen Ming wasn’t beaten half to death.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang patiently instructed the grandson he had high hopes for. “Do you think someone like Sun Shicai—young, already a seventh-grade cultivator, and a patrol envoy of Six Doors—would care about giving face to an old man like me?”
    

    

    
      “This…”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng looked awkward. He didn’t dare lie, but couldn’t outright say the truth either.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang didn’t mind and chuckled. “If I were him, I wouldn’t pay attention to a dying old man either. But he’s willing to give me this face—why do you think that is?”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng suddenly understood. “He has a grudge with that Chen Ming!”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang first nodded, then shook his head. “That Sun Shicai has no magnanimity—narrow-minded and ungrateful. He doesn’t even protect his fellow disciples. It’s chilling. Yucheng, remember: as long as they are fellow disciples, and you have the ability to protect them, do your best. That’s how you win hearts.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Grandfather. I’ll remember your teachings,” Lei Yucheng replied, then asked, “But what about that Chen Ming? He’s only twenty and already a cultivator. That shows decent talent. Didn’t you always say people like him should be avoided if possible?”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang spoke earnestly. “Yucheng, as a martial artist, it’s impossible to get along with everyone in this world. The other eleven martial halls in Qingfeng City chose us to lead the Guild. When someone breaks the rules, we must act decisively.”
    

    

    
      “That Chen Ming is just a ninth-grade martial artist. As long as Sun Shicai doesn’t protect him, we can easily take care of him. To eliminate future trouble, it’s best to cripple him. That’s the kind of task Li Xiangrong exists for.”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng looked impressed. “Grandfather, your foresight is admirable. I’m in awe.”
    

    

    
      As they spoke, an urgent voice called from outside. “Master, bad news—something terrible has happened!”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng frowned. “What’s gotten you so panicked?”
    

    

    
      “That Chen Ming refused the Guild’s decision and detained Senior Brother Li and the others. He says… says the Guild must apologize.”
    

    

    
      “What?!”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng was stunned. “Does Chen Ming have allies? Who would dare oppose our Guild?”
    

    

    
      “No… he’s alone.”
    

    

    
      “What did you say? How is that possible?” Lei Yucheng was both shocked and furious.
    

    

    
      “They say… Chen Ming is already an eighth-grade cultivator!”
    

    

    
      Eighth grade?
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng was utterly shaken. Instinctively, he turned to his grandfather—only to find his face filled with astonishment as well.
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      “Who’s so bold as to detain someone from our Wind and Thunder Martial School?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a fiery voice rang out. With a loud bang, a burly man with a full beard stormed in furiously and bellowed, “Master, give the order right now. I’ll take some men and crush him. Just a mere Eighth Grade Martial Artist, and he dares to act so arrogantly!”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng hurried to calm him down. “Master Li, please don’t be rash. This matter still needs to be discussed…”
    

    

    
      “What’s there to discuss? That brat’s already riding on our necks. I won’t take this crap lying down.”
    

    

    
      Master Li flared his nostrils and widened his eyes, showing no respect at all.
    

    

    
      Seeing that he didn’t hold him in the slightest regard, Lei Yucheng’s expression turned a bit unpleasant.
    

    

    
      But he also knew that Li Xiangrong was Li Ankun’s most treasured nephew. 
    

    

    
      Now that he had been detained, it was only natural for him to be anxious.
    

    

    
      At this point, Lei Zhenguang, who had been sitting silently, finally spoke, reprimanding, “Old Li, why are you still such a hothead?”
    

    

    
      Master Li dared not lose his temper in front of him and instead complained, “Old Master, I, Li Ankun, only have this one nephew. If anything happens to him, how will I face my late elder brother?”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang scolded, “Can’t you use your brain before you speak? If you storm over with men and corner him, won’t that be pushing your nephew to his death?”
    

    

    
      Li Ankun shouted angrily, “He wouldn’t dare!”
    

    

    
      “Hmph, even a rabbit bites when cornered. Let alone a twenty-year-old who’s already reached the Eighth Grade.”
    

    

    
      “Then what does Old Master suggest we do?”
    

    

    
      “First, get the full picture. Yucheng, bring in the one who returned with the message.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Soon, the person whom Chen Ming had released came in and recounted the entire event.
    

    

    
      Li Ankun hadn’t even finished listening before he flew into another rage. “Just an insignificant Eighth Grade, and he dares demand we apologize to him? Who does he think he is?”
    

    

    
      After hearing the full account, Lei Zhenguang was nearly certain—this Chen Ming had indeed broken through to the Eighth Grade.
    

    

    
      A twenty-year-old Eighth Grade…
    

    

    
      He pondered for a moment, then shook his head and said, “Xiangrong was a bit reckless.”
    

    

    
      With just that one sentence, the tone was set.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing it, Li Ankun understood that his nephew’s loss this time would not be avenged. 
    

    

    
      The Old Master wouldn’t lift a finger for his nephew’s pride. His face flushed with humiliation.
    

    

    
      Although reluctant, he didn’t dare object under Lei Zhenguang’s longstanding authority.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang continued, “Smashing a man’s gate is no different from smashing his signboard. In this, we are in the wrong. Yucheng, send Yue Bin over to repair the Chen Residence’s gate. Compensate them with five hundred taels. Bring Xiangrong and the others back.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng left immediately.
    

    

    
      Li Ankun finally couldn’t hold back his grumbling. “Old Master, if we handle it like this, where is our Wind and Thunder Martial School’s dignity? Outsiders might think you’re afraid of him.”
    

    

    
      “You, always obsessed with those pointless ego battles. A bit of face is nothing. Our Wind and Thunder Martial School is still the number one martial school in Qingfeng City.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Li Ankun’s face full of indignation, Lei Zhenguang knew he wouldn’t listen, so he said no more and waved him off.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, all arrangements were made.
    

    

    
      In the study, only Lei Zhenguang and his grandson Lei Yucheng remained.
    

    

    
      “Grandfather, even if that Chen Ming has reached the Eighth Grade, our Wind and Thunder Martial School has no reason to fear him, right? Why do we have to let things slide?” Lei Yucheng once again voiced his doubts.
    

    

    
      Within the Wind and Thunder Martial School, there were already three Eighth Grade experts. Not to mention, his grandfather was a true Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang asked him, “How long did it take you to break through from Ninth to Eighth Grade?”
    

    

    
      “Four years.”
    

    

    
      “This Chen Ming only took one year.”
    

    

    
      A sharp glint flashed in Lei Yucheng’s eyes. “This kid’s performance under Huo Chengkun was mediocre. But in just one year, he has made such astonishing progress, breaking through two realms. He must be hiding a secret.”
    

    

    
      “If you’re thinking that, don’t you think others will too?”
    

    

    
      “Grandfather, you mean…”
    

    

    
      “Qingfeng City is full of hidden dragons and crouching tigers. There are plenty of people stronger than your grandfather. Once a secret becomes known to everyone, do you think we’ll be the ones to get a piece of it?”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng froze for a moment, then a bitter smile appeared on his face as he let out a long sigh. “I understand, Grandfather.”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang said with some satisfaction, “I was right about you. In this world, if one wants to live long, they must restrain their greed.”
    

    

    
      “Grandfather, then what’s next? How should we deal with that Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      “Just follow the proper rules. If he wants to continue running a martial school and accepting disciples, then let him go through the proper trials.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      On Xiushui Street, in a large mansion separated from the Chen Residence by two alleys.
    

    

    
      A young girl was embroidering in a pavilion in the backyard. 
    

    

    
      She wore a light yellow ruqun dress, with delicate features, around sixteen or seventeen years old.
    

    

    
      She was embroidering a picture of mandarin ducks playing in water—something traditionally used when a woman was to be married.
    

    

    
      “Miss, Miss, I heard there’s a fight outside.”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi wasn’t interested and continued focusing on her embroidery.
    

    

    
      However, the maid beside her, intrigued by the commotion, started chattering excitedly nearby.
    

    

    
      “I heard it’s a newly moved-in family…”
    

    

    
      “Their surname is Chen…”
    

    

    
      “They run a pharmacy…”
    

    

    
      When Zhang Xinyi heard this, she suddenly lost focus, pricking her finger by accident. 
    

    

    
      Blood beaded up quickly and dripped onto the embroidery, soaking into it.
    

    

    
      The maid suddenly realized what had happened, slapped the chattering servant girl, and scolded, “You and your nonsense! Look what you’ve done—ruined Miss’s embroidery that she’s been working on for half a month.”
    

    

    
      The surname Chen, and they run a pharmacy—wasn’t that Miss’s former fiancé?
    

    

    
      Though it might not necessarily be him…
    

    

    
      But the Miss clearly thought of that person.
    

    

    
      The servant girl looked confused, not understanding what she had done wrong.
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi suddenly asked, “Why did a fight break out?”
    

    

    
      The maid glanced at her, then at the servant girl, unsure whether to speak or not.
    

    

    
      The maid, irritated, slapped the girl again. “Miss asked you a question. Hurry and answer!”
    

    

    
      The servant girl finally said, “Seems like they offended some martial arts guild or something, and those people came to cause trouble…” She described the whole situation vividly.
    

    

    
      When she described how those people from the martial arts guilds arrogantly declared how they were going to deal with that Chen family’s second son, Zhang Xinyi’s heart tightened. She asked nervously, “Is he… alright?”
    

    

    
      He?
    

    

    
      The servant girl looked puzzled, not knowing who her Miss meant.
    

    

    
      The maid, seeing how clueless she was, kicked her and scolded, “She means that Chen family’s second son.”
    

    

    
      The girl suddenly realized, “He’s perfectly fine! Miss, you don’t know how amazing he is. He took down more than a dozen men in one go!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi was stunned. “He’s… really that strong now?”
    

    

    
      “Of course! I heard he’s an Eighth Grade Martial Artist. Super powerful.”
    

    

    
      Eighth Grade?
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi was shocked.
    

    

    
      Even if she didn’t care much about martial arts, she still understood the significance of an Eighth Grade Martial Artist.
    

    

    
      Could it be it’s not him?
    

    

    
      Her former fiancé was said to have average talent and had even given up training halfway. 
    

    

    
      If he had shown even slightly more promise, her family wouldn’t have considered annulling the engagement.
    

    

    
      In her memory, he hadn’t even become a martial artist.
    

    

    
      It had been a long time since Zhang Xinyi heard anything about him. 
    

    

    
      She had no idea what his current situation was. 
    

    

    
      Only once, she had overheard her elder brother mention that the Chen family’s pharmacy business was doing better and better.
    

    

    
      The maid also found it odd. “What’s that Chen family second son’s name?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t know.”
    

    

    
      “Then go find out.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, ma’am.”
    

    

    
      After a while, the servant girl returned, her face full of regret. 
    

    

    
      After learning the name of the Chen family’s second son, she finally understood why Miss had been acting so strange.
    

    

    
      So it really was that Chen family’s second son whom Miss had been engaged to—until she broke off the engagement.
    

    

    
      Back then, no one had referred to Chen Ming that way.
    

    

    
      The Master had issued strict orders that no one was to mention this person in front of Miss. And yet, she had inadvertently committed such a huge mistake.
    

    

    
      The maid couldn’t wait and asked, “Is it him?”
    

    

    
      The servant girl stammered, “Yes.”
    

    

    
      It really was him?
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi’s heart surged with emotion, unable to calm down for a long time.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she recalled something Huo Qianqian had once said.
    

    

    
      A thought emerged uncontrollably in her mind: “Are Uncle and Father… regretting it now?”
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      “Quick, quick…”
    

    

    
      In the carriage, Lu Zhihao urged anxiously at the driver, “Hurry up—or we’ll miss all the excitement.”
    

    

    
      The driver cracked his whip and urged the horses forward, racing at top speed through the streets.
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao grumbled at his footman, “I told you to wake me earlier! Why didn’t you? If I don’t get to see that brat’s misfortune, I’ll have words with you.”
    

    

    
      The footman lowered his head in grievance—who dared defy the young master? He’d already been slapped twice for waking him too early. After two strikes, he wasn’t going to test a third.
    

    

    
      Finally, they reached Xiushui Street.
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao poked his head out the window. 
    

    

    
      The entrance to the Chen residence was mobbed—more people than yesterday—and the whole street was blocked. He perked up. “Looks like the martial schools are still here! Haha, let’s get out and enjoy the show.”
    

    

    
      He grabbed his footman, leapt from the carriage, and pushed into the crowd.
    

    

    
      After a struggle, they reached the Chen residence gate—and what they saw surprised them both.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was sitting calmly in the courtyard, utterly unharmed.
    

    

    
      At the gate, a dozen or more people stood dazed and bloodied, and two more lay on the ground.
    

    

    
      What on earth had happened?
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao blinked, dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      His footman whispered, “Young master, it seems Chen Ming fought the martial school crowd—and beat them.”
    

    

    
      Ooh—
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao listened to the whispered commentary of the crowd. First surprise, then delight. “Good for him.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      His footman froze. Was the young master nuts?
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao grinned. “Those martial school types aren’t people to be trifled with. Chen Ming beat them up—they won’t let it go. Stick around, there’ll be fireworks soon.”
    

    

    
      Actually, he had a point.
    

    

    
      Just then, more commotion broke out outside.
    

    

    
      Someone shouted, “The Wind and Thunder Martial Hall officials are here!”
    

    

    
      “They’ve arrived!”
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao, eager for more drama, tipped on his toes and peered out. 
    

    

    
      Soon, the crowd made way for a group dressed in dark blue training uniforms.
    

    

    
      At their front was someone he recognized: Yue Bin, instructor of the Wind and Thunder Martial Hall. He cultivated the eighth grade and was skilled in the “Lingfeng Saber Technique.”
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao waited expectantly.
    

    

    
      Everyone else waited too—anticipating a fight.
    

    

    
      Yue Bin strode to the gate without acknowledging the beaten martial school members. He clasped hands respectfully toward Chen Ming. “Instructor Yue Bin of Wind and Thunder Martial Hall pays respects to Second Young Master Chen.”
    

    

    
      The words shocked the crowd.
    

    

    
      That was awfully polite.
    

    

    
      Many murmured in disbelief—was Wind and Thunder Martial Hall planning to back down?
    

    

    
      Some guessed it was a tactic: offer courtesy first and only fight afterward—a move typical of respected orthodox schools.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recognized the politeness in Yue Bin’s address. He returned the gesture. “Instructor Yue Bin comes not to press charges?”
    

    

    
      He had done his homework on all the major martial schools—including their strengths, weapon specializations, and top fighters—precisely because he intended to open his own school.
    

    

    
      Yue Bin replied, “Far be it. Given that you possess eighth-grade cultivation, you already qualify to open a school—so long as you pass the martial school guild’s approval. Today our people acted rashly; we seek your pardon.”
    

    

    
      Everyone in attendance heard that clearly and was greatly disappointed. 
    

    

    
      A wave of hissing and murmurs followed.
    

    

    
      No one expected the grand martial school guild to be so promptly humbled.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Li Xiangrong—who had been feigning unconsciousness—sat up in anger. “Seniors of Wind and Thunder—are we going to just let this brat go?”
    

    

    
      Yue Bin’s expression remained calm. “This is what the head of our school instructed.”
    

    

    
      Li Xiangrong’s face flushed with rage; he couldn’t accept it. “What about the reputation of the Wind and Thunder Martial Hall? People are going to think we’re afraid of this kid…”
    

    

    
      Yue Bin's expression darkened. "You still have the nerve to speak? If you hadn't acted so recklessly, how could it have come to this?"
    

    

    
      After speaking, he ignored Li Xiangrong and turned to Chen Ming. "The gate to your residence will be replaced by the Martial Arts School Guild. As for compensation, five hundred taels of silver will be delivered in full. We hope this matter can end here."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite surprised. The other party’s posture was so humble that he didn’t even have a reason to retaliate.
    

    

    
      This Wind and Thunder Martial Hall—was it really this timid?
    

    

    
      Though disappointed, he still responded courteously, "Instructor Yue is truly reasonable. I am impressed. That five hundred taels—let’s consider it to cover the medical fees for those men."
    

    

    
      With this, both sides stepped back, and the conflict was thus peacefully resolved.
    

    

    
      Yue Bin didn’t refuse but added a reminder, "Just remember to follow the regulations of the Martial Arts School Guild. The head instructor is looking forward to your visit."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "Three days from now, I will pay a proper visit."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      And so, the commotion ended anticlimactically.
    

    

    
      No one was more disappointed than Lu Zhihao.
    

    

    
      "What kind of Wind and Thunder Martial Hall is this? They got walked all over and just endured it! A bunch of cowardly turtles..."
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage, Lu Zhihao cursed the people from Wind and Thunder Martial Hall with the most venomous words he could muster.
    

    

    
      He was nearly going mad. He had woken up early just to rush over in anticipation of watching that brat fall into misery—yet instead, Chen Ming had utterly stolen the spotlight.
    

    

    
      Disappointment, anger, and a strange, indescribable sense of dread completely broke his mental defense.
    

    

    
      The footman beside him appeared worried. That enemy of the young master—he was already an eighth-grade martial artist. 
    

    

    
      Even Wind and Thunder Martial Hall didn’t want to provoke him...
    

    

    
      This fact left a strong sense of unease in the servant's heart.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t forgotten how the young master once humiliated Chen Ming, framed him, and almost got him killed in prison.
    

    

    
      The moment he recalled that, he couldn’t suppress the fear rising within.
    

    

    
      He knew—this hysteria from the young master was born from fear.
    

    

    
      In a fit of rage, Lu Zhihao didn’t even go home. 
    

    

    
      He drank himself into a stupor at the Drunken Immortal Tower, and after nightfall, he went to the Yihong Courtyard. Just as he was about to vent his frustration on his favorite courtesan, someone barged in and dragged him away.
    

    

    
      He didn’t dare resist—he recognized the people as his brother-in-law’s men.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao was brought to a secluded courtyard, where he met his brother-in-law, Qi Xingdong—the young master of Jinyuan Prosperity Trading.
    

    

    
      Inside the study—
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong, just past thirty with two mustaches above his lips, was at his desk practicing calligraphy. He didn’t even glance at the newly arrived Lu Zhihao. "Reeking of alcohol. Take him away to sober up."
    

    

    
      Just after shouting "Brother-in-law," Lu Zhihao was dragged away again.
    

    

    
      After finishing his writing, Qi Xingdong turned to an elder standing beside him. "Uncle Zheng, how’s my calligraphy?"
    

    

    
      Uncle Zheng chuckled, "Third Young Master, you’re asking the wrong man. I’ve spent my life crunching numbers—not much good with calligraphy."
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong cleaned the brush and set it down, then picked up a towel to dry his hands. "Uncle Zheng, have a seat."
    

    

    
      "Thank you, Third Young Master." Uncle Zheng took a seat.
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong didn’t beat around the bush. "Does Uncle Zheng still remember Chen Ming?"
    

    

    
      Shopkeeper Zheng replied, "Of course I do. His grandfather and I had some dealings in the past."
    

    

    
      He was a cautious man—not a word more than necessary.
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong, knowing he wouldn’t take sides lightly, cursed him inwardly as a cunning old fox and said, "Back then, when he was working at our Jinyuan Prosperity, he was diligent, smart, and loyal—a rare talent. Unfortunately, Zhihao was useless and drove him away. Caused a whole mess. I still regret losing someone like him."
    

    

    
      Shopkeeper Zheng was puzzled—why bring this up again now? "And Third Young Master’s point is?"
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong said, "I want to ask Uncle Zheng to act as an intermediary. What happened back then was Zhihao’s fault. Let him personally apologize. I just hope Chen Ming won’t hold a grudge against Jinyuan Prosperity."
    

    

    
      "This—"
    

    

    
      Shopkeeper Zheng was even more surprised. Had the young master turned over a new leaf?
    

    

    
      Or perhaps...
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong added, "Maybe you don’t know yet—but Chen Ming has already advanced to the eighth grade. That level of talent is truly something."
    

    

    
      Eighth grade?
    

    

    
      Shopkeeper Zheng was stunned. 
    

    

    
      Now he understood why Qi Xingdong was so eager to resolve this. He needed a mediator for this.
    

    

    
      "I’m not going!"
    

    

    
      Right then, Lu Zhihao burst in, having overheard everything, and knelt on the floor. "Brother-in-law, are you seriously scared of some measly eighth-grade martial artist?"
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong stared at him coldly. "If you won’t go, I’ll break your legs and deliver you to him for whatever punishment he sees fit."
    

    

    
      "Brother-in-law—"
    

    

    
      Lu Zhihao’s face turned pale. 
    

    

    
      He stared in disbelief, only to meet his brother-in-law’s icy gaze. He felt as though he had fallen into an icy abyss.
    

    

    
      His sister was just a concubine, but "Brother-in-law" had always doted on her.
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought—
    

    

    
      It was all a lie.
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      Chen Ming’s breakthrough to the Eighth Grade was a small matter for Qingfeng City—only causing a slight ripple within certain factions.
    

    

    
      But for the Chen family, it was a major event.
    

    

    
      In the following days, well-wishers came in an endless stream. 
    

    

    
      There were acquaintances of Chen Rui from the business world, as well as Chen Ming’s own friends, mostly including Master Huo Chengkun’s registered disciples.
    

    

    
      Even Zhang Mingyu came personally to offer congratulations.
    

    

    
      Moreover, numerous people from Sun Shicai’s circle arrived as well. 
    

    

    
      They were of the same sect; Chen Ming reaching Eighth Grade was a good omen for them too.
    

    

    
      After all, within the Huo School lineage, apart from Seventh Grade Sun Shicai, there were only two Eighth Graders: Zhang Mingyu and another registered disciple. Gaining one more Eighth Grader strengthened the prestige of the Huo School.
    

    

    
      These past few days had been livelier than even when the Chen residence had moved house.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only met with Zhang Mingyu and the other sect members, alongside close friends like Deng Ziyang; the rest were received by his older brother, Chen Rui. 
    

    

    
      Everyone knew Chen Ming was about to participate in the martial school guild’s three duels and needed to focus, so they were all understanding—after all, the gifts had been delivered.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      On the afternoon of the third day, in the same courtyard.
    

    

    
      The sun was setting, and the late-autumn evening had turned a bit chilly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was sharing his experience of breaking into Eighth Grade with Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian. “…Ninth Grade is the Tendons-and-Bones Realm; there’s no shortcut—only by continuously tempering the body. Once the tendons and bones reach maturity, the breakthrough comes naturally…
    

    

    
      “The Eighth Grade is called the Internal Stalwart Realm, and it trains the internal organs—the Five Viscera and Six Bowels. You absolutely need the corresponding zhuang gong…”
    

    

    
      Speaking of zhuang gong, he had to thank Old Ghost Xiao, who had gifted him a copy of the Three Yang Body Tempering Technique.
    

    

    
      As he had advanced to the fourth level of this technique, he increasingly appreciated its sophistication.
    

    

    
      “Three Yang” refers to the harmonious rise of yin and yang and the awakening of all things. It was truly a brilliant skill.
    

    

    
      He had specifically tried to research its origins but found nothing substantial. 
    

    

    
      Many had been taken in by Old Ghost Xiao before, but he had no suitable contacts to investigate further—so the matter was shelved for the time being.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian listened intently, each absorbing insights.
    

    

    
      Without noticing, it had already become dark.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had lanterns lit, and the three of them sat in the pavilion to eat.
    

    

    
      “I wonder when Second Brother will be back,” Deng Ziyang began, a hint of melancholy in his expression.
    

    

    
      Yesterday, Guan Peng, their sworn brother, had set off—boarding a merchant vessel bound for foreign lands. 
    

    

    
      It was Ziyang and Xiaotian who had gone to send him off, as Guan Peng hadn’t come to see Chen Ming before departing.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian said, “Heading out to sea now, he must be bound for the southern seas. The ship is laden with porcelain and raw silk. He’ll definitely return in two or three months at most.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was curious: “Brother Zhuang, you’re really familiar with sea voyages?”
    

    

    
      Xiaotian replied, “My father went to sea in his youth. Since childhood, he taught us brothers about these matters.”
    

    

    
      “I see.”
    

    

    
      Qingfeng City was a port city, bustling and prosperous—only second to the provincial seat in Jiangzhou.
    

    

    
      Many, like Zhuang’s father, had gone to sea in their youth, saved up money, then retired ashore to buy land and build homes.
    

    

    
      Wanlong Trading Company was one of the top merchant firms in Qingfeng City—an ocean-shipping powerhouse with a massive fleet and huge demand for manpower.
    

    

    
      To attract martial artists into their crew, they even offered martial arts techniques as incentives.
    

    

    
      Each year, many martial artists like Guan Peng would join the Wanlong trading fleet in pursuit of techniques. 
    

    

    
      Though dangerous, it was a viable path forward.
    

    

    
      For impoverished youths like Guan Peng and Zhuang Xiaotian, without any martial lineage, pursuing martial arts was an extremely arduous road—every step forward had to be paid with their lives.
    

    

    
      In truth, Chen Ming was just like them, perhaps even less gifted. 
    

    

    
      The difference was that he had a plug.
    

    

    
      As the three chatted, Deng Ziyang suddenly asked, “Senior Brother, do you know who is the backer behind Jinyuan Prosperity Trading?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was intrigued: “The Qi family has a backer too?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. Otherwise, how could the Qi family manage such large businesses on their own?”
    

    

    
      “Please enlighten me.”
    

    

    
      “In Qinghe City, the vast profits from maritime trade are monopolized by seven major sea merchants. The Qi family rose to prominence too late and couldn’t claim a share. So they took another path: acting as suppliers. They have almost monopolized porcelain from Yunzhou and Lanzhou. Even the seven major sea merchants are forced to buy porcelain from them.
    

    

    
      “Imagine the strength and connections required to secure deals with so many porcelain factories across two prefectures.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was momentarily stunned. 
    

    

    
      Until now, he had never really thought about that question.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian also became curious and asked, “So, who exactly is backing the Qi family?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang didn’t keep them in suspense. “It’s the Wang family from Yunzhou.”
    

    

    
      “The Wang family?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at Zhuang Xiaotian and saw that he, too, looked confused—clearly unfamiliar with the name.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang explained, “This Wang family isn’t a martial clan, but an imperial merchant family. They supervise major porcelain kilns on behalf of the royal court.”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      With that explanation, Chen Ming and Zhuang Xiaotian immediately understood.
    

    

    
      It was because of the Wang family’s authority that all the porcelain kilns supplied exclusively to Jinyuan Prosperity Trading. With this relationship, Jinyuan Prosperity was raking in profits.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang added, “Don’t underestimate the Wang family. Though not widely known, in terms of true power, they are far above the likes of the Gu family.”
    

    

    
      The Gu family was Qingfeng City’s number one noble house, its patriarch a Fourth Grade expert.
    

    

    
      If someone was more powerful than the Gu family, they would have to have at least a Third Grade master overseeing them.
    

    

    
      “Thanks,” Chen Ming said solemnly.
    

    

    
      He understood that Deng Ziyang had come specifically to warn him.
    

    

    
      Most likely, Deng feared that in his desire for revenge, Chen Ming might try to retaliate against Jinyuan Prosperity and suffer great loss as a result.
    

    

    
      Let Jinyuan Prosperity enjoy their time a little longer.
    

    

    
      There was no rush for revenge.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang then changed the subject. “The city’s various martial schools each have their own specialty. They’ll surely come up with harsh trial challenges to drive you off. Are you confident?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “I’ll only know after I’ve competed.”
    

    

    
      “Tomorrow, Third Brother and I will accompany you and cheer you on.”
    

    

    
      “In that case, thank you both.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next morning.
    

    

    
      Not long after Chen Ming got up, Zhang Mingyu arrived with several others to support him. 
    

    

    
      Soon after, more people came—it was a lively scene, all of them disciples of the Huo School.
    

    

    
      When they set off, over a dozen people moved together toward the Wind and Thunder Martial School in an imposing group. To an outsider, it might’ve looked like they were going to start a fight.
    

    

    
      Inside Wind and Thunder Martial School, the Martial Arts Guild had already prepared meticulously.
    

    

    
      All twelve martial schools were present, each represented by someone seated on a chair—men and women, young and old.
    

    

    
      Behind each representative stood many disciples, altogether numbering in the dozens, creating tremendous pressure on the newcomer.
    

    

    
      Seated in the center was none other than Lei Zhenguang, the president of the Martial Arts Guild and a Seventh Grade expert.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming entered the school and faced more than a dozen scrutinizing gazes, he remained calm and composed. He cupped his fists and said, “I am Chen Ming, a junior and latecomer. Greetings to all present. I’ve come today to seek instruction. Please, set the terms.”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang called out, “Good courage! Since that’s the case, I won’t waste words. If you pass three trials, you may open a martial school in Qingfeng City. If not, you must disband your disciples and never open a school again.”
    

    

    
      “Agreed.”
    

    

    
      “For the first trial, let Elder Fang take the lead.”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang looked to an elderly man beside him, his hair and beard completely white.
    

    

    
      “Alright,” the elder replied. He turned to someone behind him and said, “Yu’er, you go. Don’t disgrace our Tenglong Martial School.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      A man in his thirties stepped forward and said, “Chen Ming, is it? You and I shall compete in hidden weapons.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t waste words. He simply said, “Please.”
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      Tenglong Martial School was one of the four largest schools in Qingfeng City. Its head, surnamed Fang, was skilled in hidden weapons—a talent that made him especially popular with female students, of whom there were many.
    

    

    
      Today, half of the disciples present were female.
    

    

    
      That Fang Junyu was the headmaster’s own grandson; he, too, had achieved an eighth-grade cultivation level and had inherited his grandfather’s true techniques.
    

    

    
      He took out a black cloth strip, bound it over his eyes, and then the disciples of Tenglong Martial School released sparrows from cages that had been prepared in advance. 
    

    

    
      The birds flapped and fluttered chaotically around the hall.
    

    

    
      “He’s beginning.”
    

    

    
      He listened to the wind, judged direction, drew several throwing darts from his bosom, and suddenly threw them. 
    

    

    
      Four or five sparrows mid‑flight were pierced by the darts and fell to the floor.
    

    

    
      “Bravo.”
    

    

    
      Everyone cheered. 
    

    

    
      The ability to listen to the wind, pinpoint direction, and strike five flying sparrows wasn’t achievable without years of harsh training.
    

    

    
      Then Fang Junyu removed the blindfold and addressed Chen Ming: “Among you, if anyone can match that, you win.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s companions all looked troubled—the first test had already defeated them.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang whispered to Zhuang Xiaotian, “Third Brother, can you do it?”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian sighed and shook his head. Though he could judge direction by sound, he could not match Fang Junyu’s level. He refused to go up and make a fool of himself.
    

    

    
      For a moment, everyone didn’t know what to do.
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming stepped forward, took the black cloth, tied it over his eyes, and said, “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      The Tenglong disciples again released five sparrows.
    

    

    
      When the birds had flown a bit farther, he reached toward his bosom.
    

    

    
      Whoosh! Whoosh!
    

    

    
      In the flash of a moment, all five sparrows fell, pierced by darts.
    

    

    
      “Excellent!”
    

    

    
      “Disciple Chen’s throwing‑knife skill is remarkable.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming received widespread applause.
    

    

    
      Only Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian exchanged glances.
    

    

    
      That throwing‑knife technique was exactly what Zhuang had taught Chen Ming last year—Chen Ming had already refined it to this level?
    

    

    
      Zhuang, especially, felt a pang of defeat. He had trained for so many years—yet this newcomer had caught up in just one year. It shook his spirit.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “This… how is that possible?”
    

    

    
      Fang Junyu’s smile froze. 
    

    

    
      Staring dumbfounded at Chen Ming, he realized no one in Tenglong had matched him in blindfolded killing of five birds—until now, when this youth, nearly a decade younger, had done it.
    

    

    
      He removed the blindfold and asked stiffly, “How do you feel?”
    

    

    
      “If you've done it, it counts as passing,” he said, then returned to his position.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang cast a deep glance at Chen Ming. He had not expected this young fellow to conceal such ability. He spoke: “Since Young Master Chen has passed the first challenge, then…”
    

    

    
      “I think there’s no need to go further.”
    

    

    
      Before he could finish, Chen Ming interrupted.
    

    

    
      Everyone froze in surprise.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang frowned. “Young Master Chen, what do you mean by that?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I heard that the Sihai Martial School specializes in lightness skill and the Chaoyang School has a powerhouse with immense strength. If I’m not mistaken, the next two tests are about those, right?”
    

    

    
      “And so?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I only came to open a martial school, not to have to win over those three schools in each of their signature disciplines.”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang’s expression turned cold. “That is the rule of our martial‑school guild. If Young Master Chen wants to open a school in Qinghe City, then you must follow our rules. Otherwise, our guild will never agree.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a bearded man shouted, “Brat, if you don’t dare to compete, then admit defeat and get out of Qingfeng City!”
    

    

    
      His words immediately drew a wave of laughter.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, however, remained unbothered. He replied calmly, “Your martial school guild has its own rules—that’s fine, I respect them. But I’m someone who loves to spar with others. With so many seniors and experts here, I’m truly excited. I’ll be sure to visit each of you one by one someday.”
    

    

    
      As soon as he said this, many people’s expressions changed drastically.
    

    

    
      Everyone could hear the meaning in his words—he intended to challenge each of them in the future.
    

    

    
      Tenglong Martial School’s headmaster, who had a fiery temper, slammed the table and roared, “Brat, are you threatening us?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression turned cold. “Yes, I’m threatening you. So what? Since you don’t want to let me take a seat at the table, don’t blame me for flipping the table over. What, not convinced?”
    

    

    
      He pointed at the bearded man from earlier and said, “You. Yes, you. If you’ve got the guts, come over and spar with me.”
    

    

    
      “You brat, you’re asking for death!”
    

    

    
      That bearded man was Li Ankun of Wind and Thunder Martial School, the uncle of Li Xiangrong. His nephew had been injured and his reputation had taken a hit—he had long been holding in his anger. 
    

    

    
      Now, unable to suppress it any longer, he leapt forward like a giant eagle, pouncing at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      This was Wind and Thunder Martial School’s famed technique, Eagle Strike Technique.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stretched out his hand and drew the saber from Deng Ziyang’s waist. 
    

    

    
      With a backhanded upward slash, he aimed straight at the opponent’s abdomen.
    

    

    
      Li Ankun twisted his body to dodge the blade.
    

    

    
      From the side, a young man shouted, “Master, your sword!” and threw a longsword toward him.
    

    

    
      Once Li Ankun caught the sword, he unleashed the signature Wind and Thunder Sword Technique, every move aimed at Chen Ming’s vital points.
    

    

    
      At this point, things had escalated beyond what either side had anticipated.
    

    

    
      After all, both Wind and Thunder Martial School and Chen Ming had shown restraint earlier—no one had expected them to fight at the drop of a hat.
    

    

    
      It could only be said that young people acted on impulse.
    

    

    
      Soon, those from the Huo Sect grew increasingly shocked. “When did Junior Brother Chen learn the Five Elements Saber Technique?”
    

    

    
      “Third Senior Brother, did you teach it to him?”
    

    

    
      “That move, Setting Sun Weeps Blood, could be used like that?!”
    

    

    
      “Whoa…”
    

    

    
      They were all stunned by the brilliance of Chen Ming’s saber techniques—this level was no less than that of their late senior brother.
    

    

    
      The most shocked of all was Zhang Mingyu. 
    

    

    
      Watching Chen Ming, who was currently fighting Li Ankun evenly with the Five Elements Saber Technique, he couldn’t help but feel dazed.
    

    

    
      It had been this time last year when Chen Ming had just arrived at the Huo Residence as a sparring partner. 
    

    

    
      Back then, he had only reached the second level of Iron Horse Stance and was decent at Three Talents Fist…
    

    

    
      In just one year, he had already grown to this level.
    

    

    
      It was truly unbelievable.
    

    

    
      It gave him a sense of unreality.
    

    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang!
    

    

    
      At that moment, the clash of blades and sabers in the arena intensified—fast against fast, the ringing so rapid it almost became a continuous hum.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      With a loud clang, a longsword flew into the air, spun midair, and landed on the ground with a clatter.
    

    

    
      “Spare him!”
    

    

    
      From the host’s seat, Lei Zhenguang shouted and was just about to intervene.
    

    

    
      But then—smack!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming changed his slash into a slap, using the flat of the blade to strike Li Ankun’s face squarely. Then he stepped back a few paces and returned the saber to its sheath at Deng Ziyang’s waist.
    

    

    
      He stood tall, casting his gaze over the dozens from the twelve martial schools present.
    

    

    
      For a moment, everyone was overawed by his presence. No one dared speak.
    

    

    
      “I’ll kill you…”
    

    

    
      Li Ankun, blood covering his face, collapsed to the ground. 
    

    

    
      He frantically struggled to his feet, intent on fighting Chen Ming to the death.
    

    

    
      He could not accept being publicly defeated by a young brat.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t even spare him a glance. He merely looked at Lei Zhenguang, a cold smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang gave a low shout, “Yucheng!”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng immediately stepped forward and grabbed hold of Li Ankun.
    

    

    
      Li Ankun had completely lost his senses and even turned to attack him, but was knocked unconscious with a single palm strike from Lei Yucheng, then carried away.
    

    

    
      The remaining eleven martial schools looked upon Li Ankun’s miserable state and felt unsettled.
    

    

    
      No matter how much they disliked the loudmouthed Li Ankun, witnessing his decades-long prestige ruined in a single moment still made them feel a chill deep down.
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      【You have defeated a level 28 enemy and gained 300 experience points】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was delighted when he saw the notification.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that the bearded man was actually level 28, and had instantly contributed 300 experience points—equivalent to five days’ worth of his usual gains.
    

    

    
      He looked at the martial arts guild members sitting in front of him, his eyes gleaming. These people were all walking experience points.
    

    

    
      Seeing that the earlier battle had intimidated everyone, he changed the topic and said, “Actually, I don’t have any intention of opening a martial arts school for now. The students I’ve taken in are all children from the neighborhood, the oldest no more than eleven, and the youngest only eight or nine. I just didn’t want them to take a wrong turn in their martial arts initiation like I did, so I helped them get started.”
    

    

    
      These words greatly surprised the guild members.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang said with emotion, “Is that so? Could there have been some misunderstanding?”
    

    

    
      “If Master Lei doesn’t believe me, you can ask my senior brothers. I just moved a few days ago, and they’ve seen my students.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu, now the head of the Huo Sect, stepped forward and said, “That’s right. There are a total of thirty-two children, none older than thirteen.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Lei Zhenguang reproached himself. “It’s all my fault for not sending someone to investigate properly beforehand, causing such a misunderstanding. Sigh. Young Master Chen, if things are as you say, I will definitely give you a proper explanation.”
    

    

    
      The headmaster of Tenglong Martial School, Master Fang, also said, “Young Master Chen, you should have explained this earlier. Then this whole misunderstanding wouldn’t have happened. It almost ended badly.”
    

    

    
      Would you have listened if I had explained?
    

    

    
      It was the same in every world—only those with strength had a voice that mattered.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, “That was a bit of my personal selfishness. I usually shut myself in and work behind closed doors. I’ve always wanted to exchange pointers with fellow martial artists, but I never had the chance. So I took this opportunity to spar with everyone. I finally got my wish.”
    

    

    
      The guild members couldn’t help but complain inwardly. 
    

    

    
      Just for this reason, he stirred up such a big commotion?
    

    

    
      Was he treating them like monkeys?
    

    

    
      Still, none of them dared say such things to his face.
    

    

    
      After all, the man did have the capital to be willful.
    

    

    
      Everyone knew how strong Li Ankun was. 
    

    

    
      Even those who thought they could beat him couldn’t have done it so cleanly and swiftly.
    

    

    
      The key was that he was still so young. In a few more years, his strength would only grow more terrifying.
    

    

    
      Who would want to provoke someone like that?
    

    

    
      Didn’t they all see even Lei Zhenguang making concessions? They should take the offered way out.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I respect the rules of the Martial Arts Guild. How about this—I promise that within the next two years, I’ll only take in young children under the age of twelve and teach them basic martial arts. What do you all think?”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang exchanged glances with the other three quickly and then said, “In that case, the twelve martial schools will vote. As long as more than half agree, it will be approved.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, he was the first to raise his hand.
    

    

    
      Almost without hesitation, the other eleven raised their hands as well.
    

    

    
      Unanimously approved.
    

    

    
      Just like that, a conflict dissipated without a trace. 
    

    

    
      Both sides shook hands and reconciled.
    

    

    
      The previously tense atmosphere immediately eased.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang watched Chen Ming chatting and laughing with Lei Zhenguang and the other veteran school masters, and couldn’t help but say to Zhuang Xiaotian, “Did you see Brother Chen’s tactics? He showed the sword first, then spoke of camaraderie—stern first, humble later—a mix of soft and hard. That’s how he turned enemies into friends. Truly admirable. You should learn from this.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian nodded in agreement at first, then shook his head. “I couldn’t learn that even if I tried.”
    

    

    
      After that, under Lei Zhenguang’s enthusiastic invitation, Chen Ming and his group stayed on as guests.
    

    

    
      By noon, Wind and Thunder Martial School had already prepared over a dozen banquet tables. 
    

    

    
      After a few drinks, everyone started calling each other brothers, the atmosphere lively and cheerful.
    

    

    
      No one could tell that just that morning, they had been at each other’s throats.
    

    

    
      This was the martial world—people fought to the death for their interests. But once the conflict was resolved, it was all smiles and cooperation, everyone lifting the sedan chair together.
    

    

    
      The only one left injured was Li Ankun, who had been slapped across the face with the flat of Chen Ming’s blade.
    

    

    
      Only, by this point, no one even remembered him.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The banquet went on for two full hours before finally dispersing, satisfied.
    

    

    
      On the way back, Zhang Mingyu remarked emotionally, “Junior Brother, in just one year, you’ve trained the Five Elements Saber Technique to the point of mastery. If Master knew this from the afterlife, he would surely be very pleased.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t ask where Chen Ming had learned the saber technique from. He simply assumed it was taught by their master, which was essentially an endorsement for him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite surprised. 
    

    

    
      From his impression, this Third Senior Brother didn’t have a particularly generous nature. He hadn’t expected him to behave so graciously this time.
    

    

    
      It seemed that having to carry the burden alone after the deaths of Huo Chengkun and several fellow brothers had indeed made him mature a bit.
    

    

    
      You really couldn’t judge someone by old impressions.
    

    

    
      He humbly said, “I was just practicing blindly on my own. I don’t even know if I’ve done it right or not—still need your guidance, Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu gave a bitter smile. “I’m no match for you now. How could I be qualified to guide you?”
    

    

    
      “You can’t say that. You studied under Master for so many years and inherited his teachings in full. I should be learning much more from you.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his sincere tone, Zhang Mingyu felt a warm surge in his heart. “Alright. Whatever you want to learn, just come to me. I won’t hold anything back.”
    

    

    
      “How about now, then?”
    

    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the Huo Residence—since the death of Huo Chengkun, the vitality of this house had seemed to gradually fade as well, visibly deteriorating.
    

    

    
      This was the third time Chen Ming had come in the past ten months. 
    

    

    
      The previous two times were both to visit Zhang Mingyu.
    

    

    
      After entering the main gate, everything felt empty and desolate, completely devoid of life.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Senior Brother, living here alone must be very lonely. Why not move elsewhere?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu said softly, “If I don’t live here, then the Huo Residence would truly cease to exist.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised that he would say something like that.
    

    

    
      Previously, he had wanted nothing more than to escape this place and venture out into the martial world. But now, he was willingly staying, preserving the last shred of dignity for the Huo Sect.
    

    

    
      The two walked in silence for a while.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Zhang Mingyu said, “A few days ago, Junior Sister sent a letter.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      “She has successfully reached the Ninth Grade. She once had an agreement with Master—if she could reach the Ninth Grade within a year, Master wouldn’t force her to marry. Now, she’s done it. If Master could see from the afterlife, he would surely be very pleased.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only responded with a sound. 
    

    

    
      He wasn’t particularly familiar with Huo Qianqian—he had only sparred with her a dozen or so times.
    

    

    
      As they spoke, they arrived at the training grounds.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Senior Brother, I’d like to ask you for guidance on the Five Elements Saber Technique. Please grant me this favor.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu brought over two wooden sabers and said, “Saber and sword have no eyes—let’s use these. Just a spar.”
    

    

    
      “Of course. You and I are senior and junior brothers sparring in private—not competing to see who’s better—just refining our saber techniques.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      “Please, Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that he had successfully tricked him into sparring, Chen Ming was inwardly delighted.
    

    

    
      The two each held a wooden saber, took their stances, and prepared to begin.
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      Chapter 45: Sixth Senior Brother
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV24 enemy and gained 200 experience points】
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming narrowly defeated Zhang Mingyu with a single move, such a notification appeared before his eyes. 
    

    

    
      He cupped his fists and said, “Senior Brother’s Five Elements Saber Technique indeed differs greatly from my own interpretation.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu, though defeated by his saber, was not disheartened. 
    

    

    
      Back at the Wind and Thunder Martial School, he had witnessed Chen Ming’s battle with Li Ankun and already knew he was no match for this junior brother.
    

    

    
      That he could even last seventy or eighty moves was entirely because Chen Ming was going easy on him.
    

    

    
      This, he understood perfectly.
    

    

    
      Today’s bout had brought him great benefit.
    

    

    
      Since the death of his master a year ago, he had been training on his own, progressing slowly. 
    

    

    
      When encountering difficult problems, there was no one to consult.
    

    

    
      The recent exchange with Chen Ming had, instead, resolved many of the questions he had carried in his heart.
    

    

    
      “This junior brother truly is a martial prodigy. I must spar with him more in the future,” Zhang Mingyu thought.
    

    

    
      He said, “Junior Brother’s saber technique is light and graceful, more like the path of swordsmanship. If it were replaced with a sword, its power would surely increase by a few degrees.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a bit surprised. He had indeed been using the Swallow Returns Sword Technique to execute the Five Elements Saber Technique, and hadn’t expected Zhang Mingyu to see through it.
    

    

    
      He smiled and said, “To tell you the truth, Senior Brother, this Five Elements Saber Technique manual was given to me by Fifth Senior Brother. While studying it, I often recalled how some people mentioned that this saber technique was originally a sword technique. So, when I practiced, I couldn’t help but be influenced.”
    

    

    
      That was a made-up reason.
    

    

    
      In reality, he had learned the Swallow Returns Sword Technique from Zhong Shuyu.
    

    

    
      She had frequently come to spar with him, and after so many sessions, he had simply picked it up.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu nodded in sudden realization. “So that’s how it is.”
    

    

    
      This cleared a doubt he had harbored. 
    

    

    
      He had originally thought that the technique had been passed down by their junior sister, but now it turned out to be from their fifth junior brother. 
    

    

    
      No wonder Chen Ming had been taking such good care of the latter’s widow and son.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother, I noticed that your ‘Flowing Clouds Overlapping Waves’ move is quite different from how I execute it…”
    

    

    
      Next, Chen Ming took the opportunity to “consult” Zhang Mingyu.
    

    

    
      In truth, he was seizing the chance to impart the essence of the Swallow Returns Sword Technique to him.
    

    

    
      This was called reciprocation—Zhang Mingyu had brought along everyone he could to support him earlier today. 
    

    

    
      Such a gesture of camaraderie was rare and precious.
    

    

    
      The two of them talked for half an hour.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu’s eyes grew brighter as he listened, scratching his head and cheeks in excitement, unable to contain his eagerness. 
    

    

    
      He wished he could try it out immediately.
    

    

    
      For the past year, he too had been pondering the notion that the Five Elements Saber Technique was originally a sword technique. But limited by his own insight, though he had sensed many inconsistencies in the technique, he didn’t know where to begin modifying it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s words had cleaved through the fog in his mind, dispelling many of his doubts.
    

    

    
      As they talked, night fell unknowingly.
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was about to take his leave, a voice full of grief and rage rang out from outside, “Third Senior Brother, how did Master die?”
    

    

    
      Who was that?
    

    

    
      He turned his head and saw a tall, dark-skinned, rugged man stride in. His eyes were bloodshot, and a murderous aura radiated from his body.
    

    

    
      This was…
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found the man familiar, then heard Zhang Mingyu exclaim in surprise, “Sixth Brother? How did you get into the city?”
    

    

    
      Sixth Brother?
    

    

    
      Could it be… Huo Chengkun’s sixth disciple, Bi Haibo?
    

    

    
      Wasn’t he already dead?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was shocked.
    

    

    
      Back when the original host was still at the Huo Residence, Bi Haibo had been an instructor. 
    

    

    
      Not long after he left the residence, he heard that this man had been killed by enemies while out traveling.
    

    

    
      From Zhang Mingyu’s reaction, it was clear that he had known Bi Haibo was still alive. So why had the rumor of his death been spread?
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming didn’t ask. He simply said, “Since Senior Brother has a guest, I’ll take my leave.”
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu stopped him and reminded him, “Please keep it a secret that you saw Sixth Junior Brother.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming agreed and then left.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t want to delve too deeply into Bi Haibo’s secrets. 
    

    

    
      After all, they had nothing to do with him.
    

    

    
      The next day, Chen Ming went to visit the Sihai Martial School.
    

    

    
      At the drinking table yesterday, he had gotten along best with the headmaster of Sihai Martial School, and they had agreed on the spot that he would come by for a visit.
    

    

    
      Headmaster Shangguan Hong personally received him. 
    

    

    
      The two talked martial arts and philosophy, and there was a sense of regret for not having met sooner.
    

    

    
      Shangguan Hong was in his early fifties, still considered vigorous and robust. He kept calling Chen Ming “brother,” as if he wanted to form a sworn brotherhood with him right then and there.
    

    

    
      This made his sons rather embarrassed. 
    

    

    
      The youngest among them was still older than Chen Ming, yet they had to pinch their noses and respectfully address him as “Uncle.”
    

    

    
      After a few days, Chen Ming brought up the idea of sparring with Shangguan Hong.
    

    

    
      At first, Shangguan Hong was hesitant. 
    

    

    
      In the martial world, one was always burdened by reputation. 
    

    

    
      As the head of a martial school, he could not afford to be defeated by another.
    

    

    
      If he were to lose, who would still want to come to his school to learn martial arts?
    

    

    
      It was only after Chen Ming clarified that it would be a private spar, not meant to determine a winner or loser, that he agreed.
    

    

    
      That is, only the two of them would be present, and they wouldn’t be concerned with the outcome.
    

    

    
      Only then did Shangguan Hong consent.
    

    

    
      And so, that afternoon, in an empty courtyard, the two of them fought.
    

    

    
      This was the strongest opponent Chen Ming had faced so far, even more difficult to deal with than Li Ankun.
    

    

    
      He had to use his most hidden trump card to narrowly win by a single move in the end.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV29 enemy and gained 300 experience points】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cupped his hands and said, “Thank you, Brother Shangguan, for showing mercy. Shall we call this match a draw?”
    

    

    
      Shangguan Hong put away his long saber and let out a self-deprecating laugh. “Age is catching up to me. If I were five years younger, I would’ve knocked the saber out of your hand with the forty-third move.”
    

    

    
      He paused and added, “However, you didn’t use your true skills either. If you had been wielding a sword, I wouldn’t have been your match.”
    

    

    
      Truly a veteran of the martial world—he had already seen that Chen Ming was using sword techniques.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “Brother Shangguan, your skills far surpass mine. If not for your mercy, how could I have lasted beyond the fiftieth move?”
    

    

    
      That much was the truth.
    

    

    
      Shangguan Hong’s expression brightened considerably. If it had been a real fight to the death, he would certainly have won. But since they had agreed beforehand it was to be a saber technique spar, he hadn’t overpowered Chen Ming with brute force.
    

    

    
      The two sat down again, sipping tea and chatting leisurely.
    

    

    
      “Brother Shangguan, you’re just one step away from reaching the seventh grade, aren’t you?”
    

    

    
      Shangguan Hong shook his head and said, “Once you pass fifty, your qi and blood begin to decline. I no longer have any hope of reaching the seventh grade.”
    

    

    
      Seventh grade—the Qi and Blood Realm. Once one attained this level, their qi and blood would flow like mercury. 
    

    

    
      Even at eighty years old, they could maintain peak physical strength.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming offered some consolation, “I see that your three sons are all exceptionally talented, especially your second. He’s only twenty-five, and already an eighth-grade martial artist. He’ll surely reach seventh grade in the future.”
    

    

    
      This hit Shangguan Hong right in the heart. What he was most proud of were his three sons, all of whom had outstanding talent—particularly the second, on whom he had placed high hopes.
    

    

    
      Still, he modestly replied, “Compared to you, brother, they still fall short.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, “I wonder how much of your true skill your second son inherited in the ‘Wave-Cleaving Saber Technique’?”
    

    

    
      Shangguan Hong said, “He has yet to engage in any real combat. I plan to send him out for some field training in a few years.”
    

    

    
      “If Brother Shangguan trusts me, I could lend him some guidance.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Shangguan Hong was a bit tempted. He knew this second son of his was proud and ambitious, and not too convinced by Chen Ming. If Chen Ming were willing to guide him, it could serve both to humble his pride and to give him real combat experience.
    

    

    
      “How can I trouble you, brother?”
    

    

    
      “It’s no trouble at all. I’ve always loved martial arts and enjoy sparring with others the most.”
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      Chapter 46:  Pirates
    

    

    
      Over the next month, Chen Ming visited all twelve martial arts schools, and found that people as open-minded as Shangguan Hong were rare. 
    

    

    
      Most were old traditionalists—no matter how he tried, they refused to spar.
    

    

    
      He felt helpless, but couldn’t force the issue.
    

    

    
      To force the matter would be to crush their reputation deliberately.
    

    

    
      There’s a saying: cutting off someone’s income is like murdering their parents. To destroy their reputation would make a mortal enemy.
    

    

    
      If he were alone, he could act without concern. But he had his elder brother and sister-in-law at home, and a pair of adorable nephews and nieces—he couldn’t disregard their safety.
    

    

    
      So he refused to use extreme measures. Those unwilling to spar, he didn’t push.
    

    

    
      Only three schools agreed: Shangguan father and son at Sihai Martial School; Master Li of Chaoyang Martial School; and an obscure Wu’s Martial School.
    

    

    
      Every day, Chen Ming used his Flowing Wheel technique to visit those three schools, sparring and discussing martial arts. 
    

    

    
      Occasionally he’d go to spar with Zhang Mingyu.
    

    

    
      After repeatedly defeating opponents above his level, he earned 100 experience points each time. 
    

    

    
      Plus, teaching those thirty-some students netted another 60 points. So he earned well over 160 points a day.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, a month passed.
    

    

    
      The days grew colder and colder. 
    

    

    
      Unnoticed, it had already reached late autumn, with cold winter approaching.
    

    

    
      One morning, after Chen Ming finished instructing that group of students, he was about to leave.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother Chen.”
    

    

    
      Someone called out and stopped him.
    

    

    
      Among those students, only one addressed him as “Senior Brother”—that was Li Jinchuan, who had once trained at the Huo Residence. 
    

    

    
      He was also the only one older than fourteen.
    

    

    
      After Huo Chengkun died, the youths training at the Huo Residence had all left. 
    

    

    
      Some time later, Li Jinchuan suddenly came looking for Chen Ming, wanting to train under him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t refuse. 
    

    

    
      Almost a year had passed since then.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan progressed rapidly. 
    

    

    
      In less than a year, he rose from Level 3 to Level 8. Although he had received training at the Huo Residence, this pace was astonishing.
    

    

    
      Of course, Chen Ming had no interest in prying into his secrets.
    

    

    
      He asked, “What is it?”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan replied respectfully, “My elders wish to visit you, Senior Brother. I wonder when it would be convenient.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought a moment and said, “Tomorrow afternoon, then.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for the trouble.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan bowed and left.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just finished breakfast and was about to leave when a servant reported, “Second Young Master, an official from the Six-Door Office requests an audience.”
    

    

    
      Someone from the Six-Door Office?
    

    

    
      He was puzzled. He’d been following the law lately. 
    

    

    
      Why would the Six-Door Office call?
    

    

    
      “Please usher him in.”
    

    

    
      After a while, the guest was brought in—it was an old acquaintance: the Ninth-Rank Constable Wang Yangming.
    

    

    
      As soon as he entered, he cupped his hands in salute. “I heard Second Young Master Chen broke through to Rank Eight—congratulations.”
    

    

    
      “Constable Wang, you flatter me.” Chen Ming returned the salute and asked, “What official business brings you here?”
    

    

    
      “Second Young Master needn’t be nervous. I just wish to ask you a few questions.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming invited him to sit. Servants brought tea.
    

    

    
      Wang Yangming said, “Sir, you know the city hasn’t been peaceful lately?”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked in confusion. “I haven’t heard of anything.”
    

    

    
      “Have you heard about the major incident recently in the Eastern Sea?”
    

    

    
      “The official means the battle between the two pirate factions? I’ve heard a little—they’ve been at it for close to ten years.”
    

    

    
      Wang Yangming said, “This time it’s different. Zheng Kou was killed by the Red Bandits, and a new Pirate King has arisen in the Eastern Sea. A changing of the guard is imminent.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t interrupt, knowing there must be more.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, Wang Yangming continued, “After Zheng Kou’s death, some of his followers surrendered, others fled. Recently, a group came to Qingfeng City. Pirates have always scorned the law—they loot and kill as they please. No one knows what crimes these newcomers might commit in Qingfeng. That’s why I’ve come today—to ask that you keep watch. Should you spot any unfamiliar or suspicious individuals nearby, send word to the Six-Door Office.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spoke solemnly, “This is my duty—I shall not refuse.”
    

    

    
      Wang Yangming took out a stack of portraits and said, “These are wanted posters of pirates from recent years. Take a look and try to remember them. If you see any of them, notify me immediately.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming accepted the stack and looked through them one by one.
    

    

    
      Since it concerned the city’s security, he examined each one carefully.
    

    

    
      Until he paused on one particular portrait.
    

    

    
      The person in the picture looked extremely familiar, bearing a striking resemblance to someone he had recently encountered.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming kept a straight face and continued looking. 
    

    

    
      After finishing the rest, he returned the portraits to Wang Yangming.
    

    

    
      Wang Yangming casually asked, “Does Young Master Chen recognize Old Master Huo’s sixth disciple, Bi Haibo?”
    

    

    
      “Of course I remember. When I studied martial arts at the Huo Residence, he was my instructor. He taught me for four years. What a pity—died so young. I never imagined the day I left the Huo Residence would be our final farewell.”
    

    

    
      “Strangely enough, someone recently spotted a man on the street who looked exactly like Bi Haibo, who supposedly died years ago.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    

    
      “Could just be a coincidence. But if you did see that man, Young Master Chen, would you be able to tell whether it’s really Bi Haibo?”
    

    

    
      “Not necessarily. I haven’t seen Senior Brother Bi in many years.”
    

    

    
      Wang Yangming lingered a bit longer. But seeing that he couldn’t extract anything further, he finally took his leave.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked him to the gate, thinking, I knew it—he wouldn’t come to me for no reason.
    

    

    
      Who would’ve guessed Bi Haibo had become a pirate?
    

    

    
      He recalled that man’s appearance—it did resemble someone who made a living at sea: dark from the sun, skin weathered and rough.
    

    

    
      “No wonder Huo Chengkun claimed he had died. If a personally taught disciple turned pirate, it’d be a great disgrace—and implicate him.”
    

    

    
      No wonder Zhang Mingyu was so tense that day when he saw Bi Haibo, and even asked Chen Ming to keep it a secret.
    

    

    
      Most likely, Huo Chengkun’s disciples were all aware of it.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t affected by this episode. As planned, he prepared to visit Wu’s Martial School to spar with Master Liu.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to head out, he saw Old Li the gatekeeper pushing a servant-like young man out the gate, cursing, “Come again and I’ll break your legs.”
    

    

    
      As he said this, he even spat on the ground.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s face darkened as he walked over and asked sternly, “Old Li, what’s going on here?”
    

    

    
      Outside the gate, a servant-looking youth had fallen to the ground, looking aggrieved. He held a red invitation in his hand.
    

    

    
      Seeing that it was Chen Ming, Old Li hurried to explain, “Second Young Master, this is someone from the Zhang family. Said their young lady is getting married next month and came to deliver an invitation. I was so angry that I scolded him a bit, and he actually dared talk back…”
    

    

    
      The Zhang family?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared at Old Li’s indignant face and needed a moment to recall who that referred to.
    

    

    
      Ah yes—the original body’s former fiancée, who had unilaterally broken off the engagement immediately after he was imprisoned.
    

    

    
      He felt no emotional reaction. 
    

    

    
      After all, it all happened before he transmigrated—he had no real attachment.
    

    

    
      However, his elder brother had taken it to heart, deeply angered by the Zhang family’s cold-heartedness and betrayal.
    

    

    
      Now that their daughter was about to get married, they dared deliver a wedding invitation to their door—weren’t they just asking to be scolded?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reminded him, “Even if you’re angry, you can’t go around cursing people. Outsiders might think we’re bullying them.”
    

    

    
      “Sorry, Young Master,” Old Li quickly apologized.
    

    

    
      He still felt a bit wronged. 
    

    

    
      After all, this incident wasn’t honorable for the Chen family either. They couldn’t just shout it on the streets. 
    

    

    
      That would only embarrass the Second Young Master.
    

    

    
      Just then, Chen Ming suddenly heard a furious roar, “The Zhang family has the nerve to show their faces here? Courting death…”
    

    

    
      He turned and saw his usually gentle and virtuous sister-in-law charging out in a fury with a broomstick, ready to go to war.
    

    

    
      “A-Ah Ming…”
    

    

    
      As soon as Madam Wei spotted Chen Ming standing at the gate, she quickly lowered her head and hid the broom behind her back, blushing with embarrassment.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nearly burst out laughing.
    

    

    
      He never imagined his sister-in-law had such a fierce side.
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      Chapter 47: The Winds Are Changing
    

    

    
      In the end, Madam Wei threw down the broom and fled with her face covered. 
    

    

    
      She truly had no face left to show anyone.
    

    

    
      Normally, Ah Ming would have left the house by this time. Why was he still at home today?
    

    

    
      Ah, this was beyond embarrassing.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled faintly and said to Old Li, “Just throw her out. Keep up appearances.”
    

    

    
      Old Li immediately straightened his back. “Yes, Second Young Master.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming left the house, got into the carriage, and quickly disappeared from sight.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      At the Wu’s Martial School, Chen Ming walked through the main gate carrying a jug of wine. He saw two teenagers, one chubby and one skinny, cleaning up, and asked, “Where’s Master Liu?”
    

    

    
      The two youths respectfully replied, “Master is inside, waiting for you.”
    

    

    
      These two were Master Liu’s disciples. 
    

    

    
      The large martial school had only these two students left. It could be said it was on the verge of shutting down.
    

    

    
      “Sir, we’re about to head out. When you leave, just close the main gate for us.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew they were heading out for part-time work. 
    

    

    
      Since the school couldn’t recruit any students, there was no income. 
    

    

    
      These two were orphans, and the martial school was basically their home. 
    

    

    
      Usually, they earned some money by doing odd jobs outside. 
    

    

    
      That was how the three of them managed to avoid starving to death.
    

    

    
      Ever since learning about their situation, Chen Ming would bring wine and roasted chicken or duck every time he visited.
    

    

    
      “So fragrant… Is this marinated pork knuckle from Fuju Pavilion?”
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming stepped into the back courtyard, he heard the sound of someone gulping and laughed. “Master Liu, your nose is truly sharp.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu was a gray-haired old man with a scruffy beard and an unkempt appearance, looking like a slovenly elder. 
    

    

    
      In fact, he was just in his early fifties, about the same age as Shangguan Hong.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took out the wine and marinated pork knuckle and placed them on the stone table. Master Liu immediately reached out, grabbed the food, and began eating. Grease covered his beard, but he didn’t care one bit.
    

    

    
      Before long, the large plate of pork knuckle had vanished into his stomach. 
    

    

    
      Licking his fingers, he still seemed unsatisfied and commented, “When it comes to marinated meat, no one beats Wang Liji in Jiangzhou City. If you ever go there, you must try it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “To receive such praise from Master Liu, I definitely won’t miss it.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu picked up the wine cup, took a sip, and lazily asked, “Alright, what do you want to know today?”
    

    

    
      He never ate Chen Ming’s offerings for free. Every time he finished eating, he would answer a few of Chen Ming’s questions as a return.
    

    

    
      And truth be told, he really did know quite a lot.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Does Master know anything about Zheng Longwang and Lord Honghai?”
    

    

    
      Master Liu paused mid-drink and gave him a strange look. “What, you want to go join them too?”
    

    

    
      “Master jests. I just heard the two pirate factions are at war, so I got curious.”
    

    

    
      “They’re fighting again? Makes sense. In the Eastern Sea, there’s only room for one king.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu took another sip of wine before continuing, “Zheng Longwang was the adopted son of the previous Pirate King. Thirty years ago, they were wiped out by the Sea-Calming King. Zheng Longwang retreated with the remnants of their forces to the deep sea. Once the Sea-Calming King left, they came back to stir up trouble again.”
    

    

    
      “Zheng Longwang practiced the ‘Ocean-Overturning Divine Art.’ Ten years ago, he had already reached Third Grade. Under him are nine adopted sons, each one a Fourth or Fifth Grade martial artist. He commands over a thousand ships, effectively controlling the southern maritime route. Every merchant ship heading south must pay him a tax. Those who pay can hang a special flag and pass freely. Those who don’t get raided.”
    

    

    
      “Just from this alone, Zheng Longwang earns millions in profits every year.”
    

    

    
      After a drink to moisten his throat, Master Liu went on, “As for this Lord Honghai, he’s quite the mystery. No one knows where he came from. He suddenly rose to power ten years ago, wiping out several pirate groups and quickly becoming the second most powerful pirate lord after Zheng Longwang. He took control of the eastern maritime route. Over the past few years, he fought Zheng Longwang several times and even had the upper hand each time.”
    

    

    
      “It’s said Lord Honghai is a Second Grade expert. Under him are five great generals, all Fourth Grade powerhouses, commanding over six hundred ships. However, his foundation is weak, and his wealth doesn’t compare to Zheng Longwang’s. The two sides still have room to fight it out.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, a sharp glint appeared in the usually murky eyes of Master Liu. 
    

    

    
      At last, he showed a bit of the bearing of a martial school master.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a slight cough and said, “I just heard a piece of news—Zheng Longwang was killed by Lord Honghai. Now, the entire Eastern Sea belongs to him.”
    

    

    
      “What?!”
    

    

    
      Master Liu exclaimed in disbelief, almost yanking out his beard in shock. “T-That’s impossible!”
    

    

    
      By his estimation, it would be at least another ten years before the two could settle the score.
    

    

    
      Zheng Longwang was a cunning man. Knowing he couldn’t win against Lord Honghai, he would surely avoid direct confrontation. With the vastness of the sea, if he focused on evasion, Lord Honghai would have a hard time catching him.
    

    

    
      “Where did you hear this from?”
    

    

    
      “Six Doors.”
    

    

    
      That did it. 
    

    

    
      Master Liu couldn’t doubt it now. 
    

    

    
      If the information came from Six Doors, it was most likely true.
    

    

    
      He suddenly chuckled. “Now that this has happened, those seven maritime merchants are probably going to have a headache. The Sea-Calming King is gone—who knows if the court can produce another one like him.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded. 
    

    

    
      Now that the sea route had become a monopoly, it was entirely dictated by Lord Honghai. 
    

    

    
      No matter how harsh the rules he set, if one wanted to profit from maritime transport, they’d have no choice but to hold their nose and accept it.
    

    

    
      This Qingfeng City… it was truly about to undergo a major change.
    

    

    
      The two of them continued discussing this matter for a long time.
    

    

    
      Around noon, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang brought over food. 
    

    

    
      The two men chatted as they ate.
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, they had another sparring session.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV30 enemy and gained 200 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t surprised to see this prompt.
    

    

    
      Indeed, this Master Liu was at Seventh Grade. 
    

    

    
      He had been going easy on him and hadn’t shown his real strength at all.
    

    

    
      Master Liu sighed. “Sigh, next time you want to learn some martial arts, just ask me. Don’t keep tormenting this old body of mine. You always want to have a spar—my bones are nearly falling apart.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally disagreed. “That’s not right, Master. I’ve always believed in unifying knowledge and action. If I learn a saber technique, I must apply it in actual combat. Otherwise, it’s just empty form. So, whenever I get the chance, I want to spar with every martial artist I meet.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu froze. 
    

    

    
      The wine he was pouring spilled without him even noticing.
    

    

    
      After a moment, he let out a sigh. “What a fine ‘unifying knowledge and action.’ If only I had understood this principle in my younger years…” 
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he laughed at himself. “No wonder you’ve honed your saber techniques to this level. You’re a true martial fanatic.”
    

    

    
      With that, he tilted his head back and downed his drink.
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, when the sky was beginning to darken, Chen Ming stood up to take his leave.
    

    

    
      “Young man.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu, now slightly drunk, suddenly called out to him. His bleary eyes opened and he said, “You’d best not let others know what cultivation method you’re practicing, or it could bring trouble.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean, Master?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wanted to ask more, but the old man had already slumped onto the table, snoring loudly.
    

    

    
      Though doubt lingered in his heart, seeing Master Liu in that state, Chen Ming couldn’t ask further and simply left.
    

    

    
      “Was he talking about the Three Suns Body Tempering technique?”
    

    

    
      After cultivating it to the fourth layer, he could already sense how unique this technique was. His frequent victories over stronger opponents weren’t just due to superior saber skills.
    

    

    
      This cultivation method gave him strength beyond others in his realm, superior endurance, and explosive power.
    

    

    
      His physical strength now rivaled that of opponents five levels above him.
    

    

    
      This was definitely no ordinary cultivation method.
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      Chen Ming left Wu’s Martial Arts School and then made a trip to the Huo Residence to find Zhang Mingyu.
    

    

    
      “How come junior brother’s here?” Zhang Mingyu greeted. 
    

    

    
      He was demonstrating the Five Elements Saber Technique to several junior brothers—familiar faces all. 
    

    

    
      After a quick call, he told Gu Junrong and the others to continue practicing on their own, then led Chen Ming into the pavilion for tea.
    

    

    
      There had been a time not long ago when the three of them—Zhang Mingyu, Chen Ming, and Hong Mingquan—would sit here every day, drinking tea and chatting.
    

    

    
      Now the tea set remained the same, but the people were gone.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a pang of melancholy. He took a sip of tea and said, “I was passing by, so I came by for a cup.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu laughed heartily. “There’s plenty of mountain tea here. I’ve been looking forward to you stopping by every day.”
    

    

    
      Over the past month, more often than not, they had been sparring with their blades. 
    

    

    
      Afterwards, Chen Ming would review each session with him. 
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu felt his saber skills had improved, so he naturally hoped Chen Ming would drop in frequently.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “If brother doesn’t mind the bother.”
    

    

    
      “Of course not.”
    

    

    
      After some casual talk, Chen Ming brought up the real matter. “Actually, early this morning, a black-clad constable from the Six Doors authority came looking for me…”
    

    

    
      He gave Zhang Mingyu a concise account of events.
    

    

    
      When Zhang Mingyu heard the constable mention “Six,” he immediately became tense. “You didn’t tell him anything, right?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked serious. “No. I promised you, senior brother—I wouldn’t say a word.”
    

    

    
      “That’s good.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu finally relaxed. 
    

    

    
      He glanced at the junior brothers practicing sabers a short distance away and spoke in a low voice, “Actually, Sixth Junior Brother—”
    

    

    
      “I have no intention of digging into it. I just thought I ought to tell you, Brother. It’s getting late; I’ll head back now.”
    

    

    
      He knew that once he learned the story of Bi Haibo, he might unwittingly be drawn into the ensuing consequences.
    

    

    
      It offered no benefit, so he decided to avoid it.
    

    

    
      With that, he excused himself and left.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned home around dusk, just in time for dinner. 
    

    

    
      At the table, he noticed his sister-in‑law was absent. His older brother Chen Rui had already given the go-ahead to start eating.
    

    

    
      “Not waiting for my sister‑in‑law?” he asked.
    

    

    
      “She isn’t feeling well. Xiao Hong has already sent the dishes up to her room.”
    

    

    
      “Not feeling well?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming chuckled to himself—she probably felt socially mortified in front of him.
    

    

    
      His older brother suddenly asked, “Ah Ming, is there any young woman you fancy?”
    

    

    
      “No.” Chen Ming shook his head. “As for marriage, you needn’t worry. I have no intention of settling down anytime soon.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his resolve, Chen Rui seemed about to say something but stopped himself.
    

    

    
      After the meal, he returned to his room and asked Lady Wei, “Do you think Ah Ming still can’t forget that daughter of the Zhang family?”
    

    

    
      “Why bring that up now?”
    

    

    
      “Ah Ming is already twenty‑one and shows no intention of marrying. When I was his age, A‑de was already born.” Chen Rui looked worried.
    

    

    
      As eldest brother—his parents are gone—he naturally felt responsible for arranging his younger brother’s marriage. 
    

    

    
      A man should marry when he grows up; it’s a natural rite.
    

    

    
      But Ah Ming’s persistent refusal seemed abnormal to him. Isn’t taking a wife just a simple matter? How should that affect his martial training? To him, it must be an excuse.
    

    

    
      After pondering, he concluded only one possibility made sense.
    

    

    
      Lady Wei frowned. “What can we do? That girl’s about to be betrothed to someone else.”
    

    

    
      “The Zhang family is so materialistic—they’re not fit. Even if she doesn’t marry someone else, Ah Ming must not marry into that house. That would bring nothing but discord. We must think of another solution.”
    

    

    
      That night, Chen Rui stayed awake, turning the matter over in his mind.
    

    

    
      The next day, as expected, Li Jinchuan brought a guardian with him—a man in his forties, ordinary in appearance and dressed in coarse cloth garments.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan introduced him, “This is Uncle Rui. Uncle Rui, this is Senior Brother Chen.”
    

    

    
      The man bowed and said, “Hu Guangrui greets Second Young Master Chen.”
    

    

    
      “There's no need for such formality, Mister Hu.” Chen Ming couldn’t quite make out their relationship. The man didn’t seem like a relative—more like a servant. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”
    

    

    
      “I wouldn’t dare say it’s a pleasure,” Hu replied. “But I do have a favor to ask.”
    

    

    
      “Please, speak freely.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll be leaving Qingfeng City in the coming days and am worried no one will be around to look after Chuan’er. Would it be possible for him to stay at your residence for a short time? I’ll be back in no more than a month.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed. “I was wondering what it might be—no trouble at all. He can stay as long as he likes.”
    

    

    
      Hu Guangrui was delighted. “Many thanks, Young Master Chen. If it’s convenient, he’ll move in tonight. I’m leaving first thing tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      And so, Li Jinchuan moved into the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      As news of this spread among the students, many others clamored to move in too.
    

    

    
      To these rabble-rousers, Chen Ming merely straightened his face—and they fell in line instantly.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      A few nights later, Chen Ming was reading in his room when he suddenly heard a miserable scream in the distance.
    

    

    
      Judging by the sound, it must have come from several hundred meters away.
    

    

    
      “Something happened?”
    

    

    
      Just as he was wondering, another scream rang out—much closer this time.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression turned serious. 
    

    

    
      He put down his book, grabbed the long saber by his bedside, and stepped out, heading straight for his elder brother’s courtyard.
    

    

    
      “Brother!” he called.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui quickly emerged, cloaked in a robe, his face tense. “What happened?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied gravely, “I’m not sure yet. You should go back in and keep an eye on Sister-in-law and Lide. I’ll guard outside.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui didn’t argue and returned to comfort his wife and children.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming then ordered Chunxiang and Xiaxiang to wake everyone in the residence and gather them in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Soon after, several more screams rang out.
    

    

    
      Then, silence.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stayed on full alert, standing guard in the courtyard until dawn.
    

    

    
      No one slept well that night.
    

    

    
      At daybreak, Chen Ming sent someone out to investigate. 
    

    

    
      The messenger quickly returned.
    

    

    
      The man, pale-faced, reported, “First Young Master, Second Young Master—last night, a group of bandits broke into a household in the eastern district, surname Jiang. They killed the entire family—twelve people in total—and looted the place. The Six Doors have already arrived…”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing of such a tragedy, Chen Rui’s face twisted in anger and shock. “Outrageous. Who could commit such a heinous act? Robbery is one thing—but to slaughter the whole family?”
    

    

    
      “It’s said… it was done by a group of pirates. These sea traders know no morals. When raiding merchant ships, they often leave no survivors…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming frowned deeply. 
    

    

    
      It seemed Wang Mingyang’s concern had been justified. 
    

    

    
      These pirates were utterly unrestrained. 
    

    

    
      It had only been a few days, and they’d already committed such a massacre.
    

    

    
      If their household had been the target last night, Chen Ming doubted he alone could have protected everyone.
    

    

    
      Clearly, he needed to strengthen himself quickly.
    

    

    
      It was foreseeable—now that Zheng Longwang was dead, the pirates under him had lost their leash. 
    

    

    
      Qingfeng City was likely to descend into chaos for a while.
    

    

    
      After all, the city’s overall strength paled in comparison to Zheng Longwang’s band.
    

    

    
      Qingfeng City had only one Fourth Grade expert from the Gu Family, one Fifth Grade warden from Six Doors, and two other renowned Fifth Grade martial artists.
    

    

    
      On the pirates’ side, even though Zheng Longwang was dead, his nine adopted sons were all at Fourth or Fifth Grade strength. If they all descended on Qingfeng City, the city wouldn’t stand a chance.
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      Chen Ming discussed with his elder brother Chen Rui, “Next, the city’s going to be chaotic for a while. The folks living on Xiushui Street are wealthy—it’s too easy for thieves to pick them off. To be safe, we can’t stay here anymore.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui stayed calm and asked, “So where do we go? You mean leave the city?”
    

    

    
      “That’s unnecessary. Let’s move back to the old residence for a bit. It’s full of common people; thieves won’t bother with that side. Don’t worry—the court won’t let Qingfeng City stay like this. Something will happen soon.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui found the reasoning sound. “Fine, we’ll move back to the old residence. When do we depart?”
    

    

    
      “Time is of the essence. We should leave now.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      They packed only daily necessities, traveling light, and returned to the old residence.
    

    

    
      Since it had only been vacant for a short time, a quick cleaning made it livable again—it wasn’t troublesome.
    

    

    
      However, going from luxury to frugality was difficult. 
    

    

    
      Moving from the big mansion to this small courtyard felt uncomfortable, even though they'd only lived in the new house for a month.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming continued sending people out to gather information. 
    

    

    
      That night, they finally received definite news: it was the work of the Black Flood King’s men.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors (Six Investigators) had acted swiftly; by noon they had located the pirates’ hideout. 
    

    

    
      These sea raiders were desperate and didn’t surrender easily. 
    

    

    
      A firefight broke out.
    

    

    
      It was said the Six Doors lost several men and only managed to kill one bandit. 
    

    

    
      The rest escaped—but at least they recovered a good deal of silver and gold.
    

    

    
      “Even the Six Doors can’t defeat them? Are these pirates that ferocious?” Madam Wei’s face turned pale; she was terribly frightened.
    

    

    
      In her mind, the mere presence of the Six Doors had kept bandits from acting brazenly in the city. But now these pirates were so rampant that even the Six Doors couldn’t handle them.
    

    

    
      She felt deeply uneasy.
    

    

    
      At that time, a servant added, “They say the leader this time was Second Young Master’s senior brother, Inspector Sun, and he was injured too.”
    

    

    
      “Even Sun Shicai was hurt?”
    

    

    
      A stronger sense of insecurity gripped Chen Ming’s heart.
    

    

    
      These were pirates of little renown, yet even Seventh‑Rank cultivator Sun Shicai was injured. 
    

    

    
      That alone showed the strength of these sea raiders, whose existence on the sea meant life was never secure.
    

    

    
      What was more terrifying: these pirates had just arrived in Qingfeng City; they didn’t know the Six Doors’ true power, so they still held back.
    

    

    
      Now that someone had tested their strength, the pirates who had lain hidden suddenly discovered that the Six Doors were nothing but paper tigers.
    

    

    
      We can only imagine what they would do next.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming ordered everyone in the residence to stay indoors for the next few days. 
    

    

    
      He had prepared—today he stocked enough food to feed the family for months.
    

    

    
      Even the medicine shop was temporarily closed. 
    

    

    
      They’d wait until the storm passed.
    

    

    
      That night, no one slept well. 
    

    

    
      Strange noises came from afar, making hearts pound. 
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until dawn that the commotion finally quieted down.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Dawn came at last. 
    

    

    
      As soon as the sun rose, someone knocked on the door.
    

    

    
      The gatekeeper yawned and went to open it. He lifted the heavy barlatch and saw it was a few of the Second Young Master’s senior brothers. He dared not delay. “You must be here to see our Second Young Master. I’ll go inform him at once.”
    

    

    
      He led the three to the front hall and then went to fetch the Second Young Master.
    

    

    
      Shortly after, Chen Ming received the message and hurried in. “Senior brothers, you’ve honored us with a visit—sorry for not welcoming you properly.”
    

    

    
      The visitors were Gu Junrong, Wang Mingkai, and Li Qingchang.
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai was naturally impulsive; he cut to the chase. “Junior brother, a massive crisis has occurred.”
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming sat down, he asked, “Senior brother means the matter of Sun Shicai being injured?”
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai scoffed, “That’s nothing. Do you know what major event happened last night?”
    

    

    
      “What event?”
    

    

    
      “A band of pirates attacked the Gu Family. The Gu Family suffered countless deaths and injuries. Even that Fourth‑Rank master, Gu Yanchang, was severely wounded. If the Six Doors’ man hadn’t arrived in time to rescue him, he likely would have died on the spot.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gasped in shock.
    

    

    
      The Gu Family was the preeminent lineage of Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      Though the emergence of maritime trade had elevated the Seven Great Sea Merchants far above the Gu Family, the Gu Family’s centuries of heritage, their strength and foundation, were beyond question.
    

    

    
      And they even had a Fourth‑Rank master stationed there—yet they were nearly wiped out.
    

    

    
      He asked, astonished, “Who did this?”
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong said gravely, “It was most likely the work of Zheng Longwang’s adopted sons. Only they possess that level of strength.”
    

    

    
      Zheng Longwang had nine adopted sons, all taking the title “Jiao” (Flood Dragon): White Jiao King, Green Jiao King, Black Jiao King, and so on.
    

    

    
      Among them, several were of Fourth Rank cultivation. If a few of them joined forces, the Gu Family truly wouldn’t be able to withstand it.
    

    

    
      “These pirates are far too brazen.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming muttered to himself.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected these pirates to be so daring. While others always went for the soft targets, they had gone straight for the toughest one.
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai said, “I heard the Gu Family’s mansion was completely ransacked. Tsk, that was the wealth they had accumulated over hundreds of years.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked troubled. “This incident will likely plunge all of Qingfeng City into panic.”
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong added, “Exactly. When we were on our way here, we saw many carriages heading toward the city gates. Likely they were scared senseless and planning to flee.”
    

    

    
      Just then, Li Qingchang suddenly said, “Junior brother was smart to move back to the old residence yesterday. All the homes around here clearly belong to common folks—there’s nothing worth stealing. Those pirates won’t target this area.”
    

    

    
      “We went to your new home earlier and found it empty. You don’t know—on Xiushui Street, two more households were robbed last night, and people died. One of them was the Zhang Family. I heard they had a falling out with your family before.”
    

    

    
      The Zhang Family?
    

    

    
      That wasn’t surprising. 
    

    

    
      On Xiushui Street, his house had the grandest gate. It was only natural for pirates to target it.
    

    

    
      Still, given the current state of affairs, Chen Ming didn’t feel any schadenfreude.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Gu Junrong and the other two exchanged glances. It was Wang Mingkai who spoke, “Actually, we have an unreasonable request. We want to bring our families over to stay with you…”
    

    

    
      Before he could finish, Chen Ming clapped his hands and said, “That would be wonderful. It’d be easier for our families to look after each other.”
    

    

    
      “Junior brother, your righteousness is admirable. If you ever need anything from us in the future, we’ll follow without hesitation.”
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong, Wang Mingkai, and Li Qingchang all thanked him sincerely.
    

    

    
      What worried them most was their families. The Huo Residence was too prominent a target and, paradoxically, unsafe. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s place was inconspicuous, and there was an Eighth Rank martial artist present—this was the safest place they could think of.
    

    

    
      That very day, the three of them brought their families over.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the Chen Family residence was large enough.
    

    

    
      With some cleaning up of the living and sitting rooms and squeezing in a bit, they managed to fit everyone.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Another two days passed. 
    

    

    
      The pirates grew even more audacious, and chaos in the city intensified. 
    

    

    
      Disturbing news poured in constantly—three times a day people were frightened out of their wits. 
    

    

    
      The wealthy in the city lived in constant fear.
    

    

    
      Under such conditions, someone finally lost their patience.
    

    

    
      That morning, there was another knock on the door. 
    

    

    
      This time, Zhang Mingyu came in person, bringing four or five armed men with him.
    

    

    
      The moment he saw Chen Ming, he delivered a bombshell. “Last night, Baofeng Bank was robbed.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed. “They’ve finally set their sights on the Seven Great Sea Merchants.”
    

    

    
      Baofeng Bank was jointly established by three of the major sea merchant families.
    

    

    
      Clearly, the pirates could no longer restrain themselves and had begun looting the Seven Great Sea Merchants.
    

    

    
      In Qingfeng City, the Seven Great Sea Merchants were undoubtedly the biggest fat sheep. Saying they were as rich as a nation might be an exaggeration, but the combined wealth of those seven families far exceeded anyone else in the city.
    

    

    
      Even the Gu Family’s centuries of savings couldn’t compare.
    

    

    
      No one understood the profits of maritime trade better than these pirates.
    

    

    
      “So, in the middle of the night, the chief steward of Sihai Trading Company sent word to me. He said they want to gather all the city’s martial artists to discuss a major plan to deal with the pirates.”
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      The man’s connections were quite extensive.
    

    

    
      The entire Six Doors Authority office had now turned into a massive social hub. 
    

    

    
      Acquainted individuals gathered in small groups, forming various social circles.
    

    

    
      There were also intersections between these different social circles, making the network intricate and complex.
    

    

    
      New faces like Chen Ming were rare, so many people found him quite interesting.
    

    

    
      He took the opportunity to acquaint himself with several individuals. 
    

    

    
      Although they didn’t exchange many words, the encounter served as a good prelude—he could always visit them later and build connections gradually.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, most of the people had arrived.
    

    

    
      Steward Qian cleared his throat and clapped his hands forcefully to draw attention. 
    

    

    
      Soon, the crowd quieted down and all eyes turned to him.
    

    

    
      He said solemnly, “I believe everyone knows the purpose for which I’ve invited you all. In recent days, remnants of Zheng the Bandit have been killing, setting fires, and looting within the city. Their arrogance grows by the day. They’re leaving us no path to survival, so we must rise in resistance…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming listened from below, his heart utterly unmoved, even feeling a bit like yawning.
    

    

    
      It felt just like being back in school, listening to a speech by some administrator.
    

    

    
      However, the people around him were riled up. Their emotions had clearly been stirred—Steward Qian’s words had struck a chord with them.
    

    

    
      “…On behalf of the Sihai Trading Company, I’ve invited two Fourth Grade experts to join us in exterminating these pirates.”
    

    

    
      Then, several people emerged from within.
    

    

    
      At the front stood a man and a woman. Their eyes were sharp as lightning, and they made no effort to conceal their fierce auras, exuding an immense sense of oppression.
    

    

    
      Just one look was enough to tell—they were extremely formidable experts.
    

    

    
      The only concern was: how strong was their will to fight?
    

    

    
      Hired mercenaries like these usually only performed well in favorable situations. Once the tide turned, they might run faster than rabbits.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming was thinking this, Steward Qian began introducing the two. “This is Mister Tie. Skilled with an axe. And this is Madam Sha, skilled with a long whip.”
    

    

    
      Very brief—he didn’t even mention their names.
    

    

    
      Someone asked, “These two look unfamiliar. May I ask which sect or school they hail from?”
    

    

    
      Mister Tie kept a stern face and replied in a hoarse voice, “Inconvenient to disclose.”
    

    

    
      The moment those words were spoken, everyone understood—these two likely didn’t have a clean background.
    

    

    
      In this world, every martial artist placed great importance on their lineage and sect. The stronger they were, the more they cared about this. Most of the time, just saying “I’m a disciple of such-and-such sect” was enough to resolve conflict.
    

    

    
      That was why martial artists valued their reputation so much.
    

    

    
      Those who dared not reveal their background were rarely of good standing.
    

    

    
      At best, they were traitors expelled from their sects.
    

    

    
      At worst, they were members of demonic cults—the truly frightening kind.
    

    

    
      For a moment, the entire hall fell into silence.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone burst out laughing. “Hahaha! Since when did the Iron Sea General and Sand Sea General under the Red Siren join Sihai Trading Company?”
    

    

    
      Mister Tie’s identity had been exposed, yet his expression remained unchanged. He still spoke in that hoarse voice, “Poison Flood, to think you’d walk right into the trap today. Come out and accept your death.”
    

    

    
      Immediately, the room exploded into an uproar.
    

    

    
      These two were actually the Iron Sea General and Sand Sea General under the command of the Red Sea Lord!
    

    

    
      Sihai Trading Company had actually hired two pirates to deal with another group of pirates—what an outrageous move.
    

    

    
      Just as this thought flashed through Chen Ming’s mind, he grabbed Zhang Mingyu and ran.
    

    

    
      What a joke—this was about to become a chaotic battle between Fourth Grade martial artists. Staying would be suicidal.
    

    

    
      The Poison Flood King bellowed, “You lost to me before, and yet you dare speak such grand words before this king?”
    

    

    
      From within the crowd, three figures sprang forth, each charging toward Iron Sea General and Sand Sea General.
    

    

    
      “Hmph! How bold!”
    

    

    
      This was the last thing Chen Ming heard. 
    

    

    
      It seemed to be the voice of that blue-clad Commandant Yu Xiuming.
    

    

    
      He was the head of the Six Doors Authority, and yet he was teaming up with two pirates to fight against three other pirates…
    

    

    
      “What a pity. This is a battle between Fourth Grade experts.”
    

    

    
      Outside the Six Doors office, Zhang Mingyu sighed with some regret. “If only we could witness this battle with our own eyes.”
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming didn’t share that sentiment. 
    

    

    
      As long as he trained diligently and kept sparring with others, he believed he’d one day reach that level.
    

    

    
      Therefore, he had no intention of staying in such a dangerous place.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother, this place is dangerous. Let’s head back.”
    

    

    
      “You go ahead. I want to stay,” Zhang Mingyu said, unwilling to miss this rare opportunity.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t try to stop him and left on his own.
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      “Brother Chen Ming.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s carriage had just gone a short distance when he heard someone calling out to him. 
    

    

    
      Lifting the curtain, he saw a familiar face.
    

    

    
      “Master Liu?”
    

    

    
      It was indeed Master Liu of the Wu Martial Hall.
    

    

    
      He asked the coachman to stop and let Master Liu into the carriage.
    

    

    
      Once the carriage started moving again, Master Liu looked at him with a strange expression. “Brother, you’re just leaving like this?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head and said, “A gentleman does not stand beside a crumbling wall. With Fourth Grade experts fighting, it's better to stay far away.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu suddenly burst out laughing. “Looks like you truly have no idea.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      He was a bit surprised. 
    

    

    
      Could there be more to this matter?
    

    

    
      “I hope Master can enlighten me.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu stroked his half-white beard. “Have you ever thought about why, in Qingfeng Commandery, the Gu Family is considered the number one aristocratic family? In terms of strength, wealth, and influence, the Gu Family falls far behind those seven maritime merchant families.”
    

    

    
      “Is it because the Gu Family has a longer lineage?”
    

    

    
      “Of course not. In fact, there’s an unspoken rule throughout all dynasties: only families that have produced Third Grade or higher martial artists are qualified to be called an aristocratic family.”
    

    

    
      There was such a saying?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Why is that, Master?”
    

    

    
      Master Liu looked at him even more strangely. “You don’t even know such a common fact? The one who taught you martial arts didn’t tell you?”
    

    

    
      The implication was clear: he believed Chen Ming had a master teaching him martial arts.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied sincerely, “I humbly ask for your guidance, Master.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu was only surprised and didn’t press further. He said, “Because a Third Grade martial artist is beyond what ordinary people can contend with. Without another of the same level to hold them back, no matter how many men surround them, they can fight if they wish and leave as they please. On ancient battlefields, such a person was a match for ten thousand.”
    

    

    
      “There are countless martial arts manuals in this world, but only those that can be cultivated to Third Grade or higher are called true martial arts.”
    

    

    
      “The Gu Family once produced a Third Grade martial artist, so naturally, they have a true art passed down. Otherwise, do you really think those Fourth Grade pirates would personally attack the Gu Family over mere gold and silver?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly understood. 
    

    

    
      So those pirates had raided the Gu Family for the sake of that true martial art.
    

    

    
      That explained why the Four Seas Trading Company had suddenly gathered all the martial artists in the city, joined forces with the Six Doors, and even brought in two sea generals under the Red Sea Lord—all for the true art held by those three Flood Dragon Kings.
    

    

    
      “I see. Thank you, Master, for clearing up my confusion.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu looked at him. “What, you’re not tempted by the true martial arts manual?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming chuckled. “I’m just a mere Eight Grade martial artist. Do I dare dream of stealing a martial art from a Fourth Grade expert?”
    

    

    
      Master Liu said, “Few people in this world are as clear-headed as you.”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t Master Liu the same?”
    

    

    
      “I’m half in the grave already. What use do I have for a true martial art?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed the brief flash of sorrow on his face and guessed that he must have suffered some misfortune to become so dispirited.
    

    

    
      He said, “Greed clouds judgment—this has always been true.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu pulled a leather wine pouch from his chest, unplugged the cork, took a sip, and said, “Speaking of true martial arts, I’m reminded of an old story.”
    

    

    
      “Thirty years ago, the Sea-Calming King came to Qingfeng City by imperial decree to eliminate the Ocean-Overturning Dragon King. At the time, six major maritime merchants monopolized the shipping trade in Qingfeng City. These merchants were exceedingly extravagant—everything about their lives screamed wealth and luxury.”
    

    

    
      “Coincidentally, the Sea-Calming King lacked ships and military supplies. So, he arrested the leaders of the six merchant families and forced them to pay ransom. It’s said he extorted tens of millions of taels of silver from them. With that money, he bought ships and recruited soldiers, and within a few short years, he wiped out the Ocean-Overturning Dragon King.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally understood why the current seven maritime merchant families kept such a low profile.
    

    

    
      Turns out they had flaunted their wealth too much thirty years ago and were harvested like ripe crops. 
    

    

    
      Once bitten by a snake, one fears even a rope for ten years.
    

    

    
      Master Liu continued, “Unfortunately, the Sea-Calming King made too many enemies because of it. The people behind those six merchants hated him to death. A few years later, he died mysteriously.”
    

    

    
      “His former subordinates were also purged. One of them, a man surnamed Xu, was a deputy who stayed in Qingfeng City. He was a Third Grade expert but was arrested by experts from the Six Doors and escorted to the capital, where he soon died in prison.”
    

    

    
      “His family disappeared overnight as well. Some say they fled to the countryside. Others say they were abducted, just so someone could extract the true martial art from them.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu sighed, “Back then, I was about your age. I once saw Lord Xu’s presence firsthand. He practiced a technique called the Blazing Sun Divine Art. When he circulated his energy, he looked like a blazing sun—like a god or demon.”
    

    

    
      “It’s said the Blazing Sun Divine Art has three parts: Three Suns Body Tempering, Six Suns Qi Nurturing, and Nine Suns Divine Containment. Sadly, after Lord Xu’s death, the technique was never seen again.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had been listening with interest, but when he heard “Three Suns Body Tempering,” his smile almost froze.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Master Liu was gazing out the window, seemingly reminiscing, and didn’t notice his reaction.
    

    

    
      He quickly regained his composure and asked tentatively, “Master seems quite familiar with Lord Xu?”
    

    

    
      Master Liu replied, “All just hearsay.”
    

    

    
      Like hell it was.
    

    

    
      He even knew the three parts of that divine art by name. If he had no connection with the Xu family, that would be truly odd.
    

    

    
      While thinking this, Chen Ming changed the subject. “Master, who do you think will win this battle?”
    

    

    
      Master Liu sighed, “I don’t know who will win, but I fear many will die again this time.”
    

    

    
      His gaze seemed to pierce through time and space, returning to Qingfeng City thirty years ago—where blades flashed, corpses piled high, and blood stained the rivers.
    

    

    
      Now, thirty years later, the same scene was playing out once more in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      He seemed to think of something and suddenly snorted coldly. “After the Sea-Calming King died, those merchants feared another figure like him would emerge. So, they bribed court officials with silver, ensuring that the highest-ranking Six Doors officer in Qingfeng City would only be a Fifth Grade Commandant. From then on, Qingfeng City has had no resident Third Grade expert. The disaster Qingfeng City faces today is the karma created by those merchants.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming timely steered the conversation away. “Qingfeng City will probably be in chaos for a while. Does Master have any plans?”
    

    

    
      Master Liu said, “Naturally, I’ll shut my doors tight. With so many wealthy households in the city, I doubt those pirates would be interested in my shabby martial hall.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming extended an invitation. “Why not bring your disciples to stay at my place for a while? That way, even if pirates come, the two of us together can protect them.”
    

    

    
      Master Liu fell silent, simply staring at him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at him earnestly.
    

    

    
      “If you don’t mind these old bones of mine, then I have no objections.”
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      That day, Qingfeng City had fallen into utter chaos. 
    

    

    
      Even the people Chen Ming had sent out couldn't find any reliable information. 
    

    

    
      All they knew was that the streets were in disarray—some were preparing to flee, others were ready to loot amid the turmoil.
    

    

    
      Every household kept their doors tightly shut. 
    

    

    
      Those who could stay indoors did not dare step outside.
    

    

    
      That afternoon, a group of neighbors came knocking on the Chen family’s door, asking to see Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      When they saw him, the elder leading the group said, “Second Young Master Chen, the world is in such disorder now, and the people are panicking. We've been neighbors for years—you must not sit by and do nothing. We would like to ask you to step forward and organize patrols to guard the streets against petty thieves.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming agreed on the spot. “This is something I naturally cannot refuse.”
    

    

    
      So, he went door to door with the elder, calling together all the residents of that street. 
    

    

    
      After some discussion, they decided that each household would contribute one able-bodied man.
    

    

    
      Thirty-two households meant thirty-two people.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gathered them together and gave them a simple training.
    

    

    
      He taught them a simplified three-form saber technique. 
    

    

    
      Those who didn’t have sabers used sticks instead.
    

    

    
      He personally demonstrated each move, then had each of them take turns attacking him.
    

    

    
      “When two enemies meet on a narrow path, the brave one wins. If a real fight breaks out, you mustn't flinch. The one less afraid to die is more likely to survive... Show your momentum—imagine the one in front of you is your father’s killer!”
    

    

    
      Pa!
    

    

    
      “Too weak.”
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV0 enemy and gained 2 experience points】
    

    

    
      Pa!
    

    

    
      “Wrong angle.”
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV0 enemy and gained 2 experience points】
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Just like that, Chen Ming harvested another sixty-four experience points.
    

    

    
      Given the current situation, he had to put his beginner’s classes on hold for now. 
    

    

    
      At least he was getting some new income.
    

    

    
      The neighbors trained earnestly—this was about protecting their families, so morale was high.
    

    

    
      Of course, this group could only fend off opportunistic thugs. If they encountered real pirates, fighting back would just be courting death.
    

    

    
      So, these patrols were mostly for early warning. 
    

    

    
      They carried bronze gongs, and if anything seemed off, they were to strike them immediately. 
    

    

    
      When that happened, Chen Ming would rush over to handle the situation.
    

    

    
      Once everything was in place, Chen Ming returned home.
    

    

    
      As soon as he entered the courtyard, Master Liu, who was basking in the sun on a rattan chair, said leisurely, “Your neighbors are truly fortunate—to have someone like you, a kind-hearted martial artist.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t tell whether he was being praised or mocked, given the tone. “I’ve lived here since I was a child. The neighbors have always treated me well. With that bond, I couldn’t just stand by and watch.”
    

    

    
      “Good men die young,” Master Liu remarked with a sigh, then closed his eyes again.
    

    

    
      “Master, let’s have a spar.”
    

    

    
      “This courtyard is too small. Not enough room to move.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until the next day that Gu Junrong, who hadn’t returned all night, finally brought back some news.
    

    

    
      “A lot of people died.”
    

    

    
      When Gu Junrong spoke, his face was pale and his eyes unfocused. “There were corpses everywhere inside the Six Doors... Our boss sent me to Chief Steward Qian of Sihai Trading Company…”
    

    

    
      “Yesterday afternoon, just before nightfall… Chief Steward Qian told us to go to the Six Doors… As soon as we entered, the stench of blood was overwhelming…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw that his speech was scattered, so he asked directly, “Who won?”
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong shook his head. “I don’t know either… From what they said, it seems like both sides suffered heavy losses. On the pirates’ side, the White Flood King is dead. On our side, Mister Iron is dead too…”
    

    

    
      “I heard Lord Commandant was severely wounded… The other two Patrol Envoys from the Six Doors also died, and more than half the black-clad officers were killed…”
    

    

    
      “The other two Flood Kings were also seriously injured… Madam Sha chased after them…”
    

    

    
      “Oh right, the Giant Tiger Gang’s Leader Deng also died. Someone said he was ambushed while trying to snatch something from the White Flood King’s body…”
    

    

    
      Just from listening to Gu Junrong’s account, Chen Ming and Master Liu could already imagine how tragic the scene must have been.
    

    

    
      Two fourth-grade experts were dead, and even the head of the Six Doors was gravely wounded.
    

    

    
      Even the Giant Tiger Gang’s leader—an influential figure in the city—had perished.
    

    

    
      If Deng Ziyang learned that his father was dead, how would he react?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt the world was still far too dangerous. 
    

    

    
      After just one incident, even fourth- and fifth-grade experts could die so easily.
    

    

    
      As for the lower-ranked martial artists, even more of them had died. 
    

    

    
      Most were killed while attempting to take advantage when the two Flood Kings were injured and trying to flee, overestimating themselves and getting struck down.
    

    

    
      Among the dead were several of Gu Junrong’s fellow disciples.
    

    

    
      “I also saw the bodies of Junior Brother Li, Senior Brother Wang, and Senior Brother Hou…” he said, his eyes reddening as he named the three.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t know how to comfort him, so he simply patted his shoulder, signaling him to stay strong.
    

    

    
      Those three had been staunch supporters of Sun Shicai. 
    

    

    
      Although they hadn’t gotten along well with Gu Junrong’s group before, they were still from the same sect.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming analyzed, “Since the two Flood Kings were injured, they surely wouldn’t remain in the city. As for the ordinary pirates, they’re no threat. I believe Jiangzhou will hear of this soon and send someone to restore order. This storm should pass quickly.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      No matter who had died, life had to go on.
    

    

    
      The next day, neighbors from two nearby streets voluntarily asked to join the patrol teams. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming agreed, and the patrol force instantly expanded to a hundred men.
    

    

    
      Every morning, Chen Ming gathered them together for hands-on combat training, reaping experience points.
    

    

    
      Far from feeling bothered, the neighbors felt honored. 
    

    

    
      A ranked martial artist of the eighth grade teaching them personally and even sparring a bit—this was something they could boast about for half their lives.
    

    

    
      Seven or eight days passed like this. 
    

    

    
      Once the major maritime traders freed up their forces, they systematically wiped out the remaining small groups of pirates.
    

    

    
      Qingfeng City gradually returned to its usual order.
    

    

    
      A few more days passed, and then, half a month after the battle, the governor of Jiangzhou finally sent people—led by a third-grade Golden-Robed Commander, accompanied by a group of experts from the Six Doors.
    

    

    
      As soon as the news spread, the entire city erupted in celebration. 
    

    

    
      Some people even set off firecrackers.
    

    

    
      At Chen Ming’s end, the patrol team disbanded, and everyone returned to their homes.
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong and the others also took their families and went back to their own residences.
    

    

    
      The Chen Residence finally regained some peace.
    

    

    
      A few days later, they moved back into their new home.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After the turmoil subsided, the city quickly regained its previous prosperity. 
    

    

    
      With a third-grade powerhouse holding down the fort, everyone believed the pirates would no longer dare stir up trouble.
    

    

    
      Over the following days, Chen Ming attended several funerals. 
    

    

    
      Out of the twelve martial schools, four had lost people.
    

    

    
      He also had to attend the funerals of those from the Huo Sect.
    

    

    
      Even Zhang Mingyu, who usually clashed with them, brought people to pay respects.
    

    

    
      Strangely, Sun Shicai never appeared.
    

    

    
      Though he had been injured, half a month of recovery should’ve been enough to at least attend the funerals.
    

    

    
      Because of this, many who had stood on Sun Shicai’s side began to feel disappointed in him.
    

    

    
      It was during these funerals that Chen Ming learned more details about the battle from that day.
    

    

    
      “According to the three Flood Kings, they never obtained the Gu Family’s Ten Thousand Peaks True Art. This martial art was passed down orally within the Gu Family and never written down. Only the family head was allowed to learn it. Now, in this world, only Gu Yanchang knows the content of that technique…”
    

    

    
      “They say Gu Yanchang has been unconscious ever since he was injured that day. Among the Gu Family’s direct bloodline, only one boy and one girl remain—just around ten years old…”
    

    

    
      “If we had known this earlier, that day…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming simply listened silently to all the gossip and speculation.
    

    

    
      That day, when he returned home from a funeral, he pushed open the door and saw someone lying on the ground—blood pooled around them.
    

    

    
      “Who?”
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      Chen Ming quickly saw the person lying inside the room and said in surprise, “Why is it you?”
    

    

    
      The one lying on the ground was dressed in a loose gray robe, appearing as a man. 
    

    

    
      At first, he didn’t recognize her, but upon seeing her face, he realized it was Zhong Shuyu.
    

    

    
      She was badly injured, clutching her shoulder with one hand, blood pooling on the floor. Her face was pale as paper, and her breath weak. 
    

    

    
      Only when he arrived did her lips move slightly before her eyelids closed and she passed out.
    

    

    
      “Was she being hunted down by an enemy?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hesitated for two seconds, then called in Chunxiang and Xiaxiang, instructing them to carry her onto the bed and clean up the bloodstains.
    

    

    
      He closed the door, circled around outside the house, and wiped away the traces she had left and the drops of blood.
    

    

    
      Following her trail all the way beyond the courtyard wall, he cleaned up thoroughly before returning to the courtyard.
    

    

    
      The entire process was done without alerting anyone.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pushed open the door and entered the room, asking Chunxiang, “How is she?”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang’s face was a bit pale, but she remained relatively calm and replied softly, “Young Master, there’s a wound on her shoulder that’s turned black. I’m afraid she’s been poisoned. We need a doctor.”
    

    

    
      He shook his head and said, “That’s not a good idea. If she could go to a doctor, she would’ve gone to a clinic herself instead of coming to me. Do this: run to the pharmacy and find my brother. Just tell him I have an urgent matter. Don’t mention the injury. Understand?”
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang quickly left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming then told Xiaxiang to keep watch outside. If anyone suspicious came knocking, she was to notify him immediately.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In less than half an hour, Chen Rui rushed home. “Ah Ming, what happened at home?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pulled him into the house and pointed at the person on the bed. “This is a friend of mine. She’s been poisoned. See if you can treat her.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui saw a strange young woman lying on the bed. Though puzzled, he didn’t ask much. He stepped forward to inspect the wound — a sword injury on the shoulder, with the surrounding flesh black and purple, severely swollen.
    

    

    
      The girl was sweating profusely. Her forehead burned to the touch.
    

    

    
      As the saying goes, medicine and pharmacy are not separate fields. He managed the pharmacy and had been around various medicinal herbs since childhood. He’d also read a few medical books and could treat minor ailments.
    

    

    
      With a grave expression, he said, “This is a potent poison. If she didn’t have an unusually strong constitution, she wouldn’t have lasted this long. I’m not fully confident, but I’ll try.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Go ahead. Whether she recovers depends on her own fate.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui said no more, rolled up his sleeves, and took out a small knife. 
    

    

    
      He opened the wound to drain the poisonous blood, then fetched a detoxifying pill, crushed it, and applied it to the wound before bandaging it.
    

    

    
      Next, he took out a bottle and said, “Have her drink this. If the fever subsides before morning, she’ll be fine.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Young Master, a group of Six Doors officers are outside. They say they’re here to arrest a major criminal and want to search the place…”
    

    

    
      Just as the room was cleaned up and all the bloodied clothes and bedding were stuffed into the stove and burned, Xiaxiang came running over to report.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised. 
    

    

    
      He had thought she was being hunted by some personal enemy. 
    

    

    
      He didn’t expect to attract the Six Doors.
    

    

    
      He hesitated for two seconds before making a decision. “Take her to the secret room.”
    

    

    
      He had already chosen to help her — handing her over now wouldn’t clear him of suspicion.
    

    

    
      He knew well how the Six Doors operated. In their eagerness for merit, they would use any means necessary. If someone like Wang Mingyang showed up — a hound on a mission — he would definitely not be spared. They would drag him down by any means.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang and Xiaxiang quickly pushed the bed aside, lifted a stone slab, and revealed the entrance to a basement. 
    

    

    
      The two of them carried Zhong Shuyu down into the basement.
    

    

    
      After that, they returned, replaced the slab, and pushed the bed back to its original position.
    

    

    
      Just as they finished, someone barged in from outside — two black-clad officers, followed by seven or eight constables.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart skipped a beat when he saw one of them.
    

    

    
      It was Zhuang Xiaotian!
    

    

    
      However, Zhuang Xiaotian did not look at him and wore an expression of official impartiality.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming didn’t step forward to acknowledge him either.
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      That night, Zhong Shuyu’s fever finally subsided. 
    

    

    
      Near dawn, she regained consciousness. 
    

    

    
      As soon as she opened her eyes, she saw a dark-skinned maid dozing off beside the bed.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      She tried to speak, but her throat was terribly hoarse.
    

    

    
      The drowsing Chunxiang was startled awake. When she saw Zhong Shuyu had opened her eyes, she said joyfully, “You’re finally awake! Here, don’t talk yet, drink some water to soothe your throat.”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she helped her sit up and carefully fed her water in small sips.
    

    

    
      After a few sips, Zhong Shuyu’s throat wasn’t as hoarse. She asked, “Who are you? Where is this place?”
    

    

    
      Her voice remained extremely weak.
    

    

    
      Chunxiang didn’t answer and instead said, “Lie down first. I’ll go get the young master.”
    

    

    
      After gently laying her back down, she quickly ran out.
    

    

    
      After a while, Zhong Shuyu saw the dark-skinned maid return with a man—it was Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Her gaze turned complex. “You saved me?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “We’re technically fellow disciples. Naturally, I wouldn’t stand by and watch you die.”
    

    

    
      Something in his words must have struck a nerve, because she suddenly grew furious. “Who asked you to save me?”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang, standing to the side, couldn’t hold back anymore. “You’re really unreasonable. Do you know how much trouble the young master got into to save you? The Six Doors even searched our place. To mask the scent of blood, he cut himself and bled a lot. Not only do you not thank him, but you even lash out at your savior. Is this how you treat the one who saved your life?”
    

    

    
      Her words left Zhong Shuyu speechless. 
    

    

    
      She lowered her head in silence.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming waved his hand, signaling Chunxiang to stop. “I won’t ask why the Six Doors were after you. Just rest here and recover. Once you’ve healed and the heat dies down, you can leave.”
    

    

    
      With that, he turned and left.
    

    

    
      Chunxiang gave her a glare before following him out.
    

    

    
      After a while, another dark-skinned maid came in to take care of her.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu stayed for more than half a month. Her injuries had mostly healed, and one night, she sneaked away while the dark-skinned maid wasn’t paying attention.
    

    

    
      Along the way, she was extremely cautious, making several detours to ensure no one was following her. 
    

    

    
      Only after confirming her trail was clean did she find a place to hide.
    

    

    
      At daybreak, she exited the city gates. 
    

    

    
      After walking a good distance, she turned around to look back at the bustling city behind her, emotions churning within her.
    

    

    
      He had truly saved her out of pure intent. He never asked a single question about why the Six Doors were pursuing her. He never probed into her secrets. 
    

    

    
      Now that she looked back, there seemed to be no hidden agenda or ulterior motive.
    

    

    
      “There are actually such foolish people in this world.”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu let out a faint sigh, as if she had made up her mind about something. She turned her head and continued forward. 
    

    

    
      Reaching a beach, she boarded a small fishing boat and slowly rowed into the depths of the sea.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Young Master, I’m sorry. I couldn’t keep an eye on her. She ran off.”
    

    

    
      At the Chen Residence, Xiaxiang lowered her head, looking remorseful.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, “Good. I’m relieved.”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang was still upset. “That woman really has no manners. She left without a word. Not even a thank you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Enough, don’t bring her up again.”
    

    

    
      “Yes,” the two maids responded.
    

    

    
      “All right, you two can go now.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming dismissed them.
    

    

    
      No matter what secret Zhong Shuyu carried, he wasn’t interested. 
    

    

    
      Any secret that even a Fourth Grade expert like Yu Xiuming coveted couldn’t be a good thing—it was likely to bring disaster.
    

    

    
      Now that she was finally gone, Chen Ming truly felt a sense of relief.
    

    

    
      In his eyes, once one’s cultivation reached a certain level, obtaining martial arts manuals or divine weapons wouldn’t be a problem.
    

    

    
      For instance, now that he had reached the peak of Fourth Level and possessed a matching master-level sword technique, if something like this happened again, then it would mean the item was fated for him. 
    

    

    
      At the same level, who could compete with him?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After that, Qingfeng City gradually returned to its usual bustle and prosperity, as if the recent turmoil had never occurred.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also became increasingly low-key. 
    

    

    
      Every day, aside from teaching the children, he either went to spar with Headmaster Liu and Shangguan Hong or made new acquaintances.
    

    

    
      Life was simple yet fulfilling.
    

    

    
      Time passed day by day. 
    

    

    
      The harsh winter quickly gave way to spring, and before long, half a year had flown by, ushering in early summer.
    

    

    
      This day was no ordinary day for Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      The city finally welcomed its new master—a Third Grade Admiral from the Six Doors.
    

    

    
      The previous one had only been a temporary placeholder in Qingfeng City, and with the official admiral arriving, he would soon depart.
    

    

    
      That day, at the Ten-Li Pavilion outside the city gate, nearly every notable figure from both officialdom and the business world was present under the blazing sun to welcome the arrival of this Third Grade powerhouse. It was as if they were welcoming their new lord.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was not among the welcoming party at the city gate. He did not yet have that kind of qualification.
    

    

    
      He was at Deng Ziyang’s residence, hosting a banquet to welcome Guan Peng, who had just returned from the sea.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian was also present. As before, the four of them sat around the same table.
    

    

    
      Eight months had passed since they last met, and each of them had changed quite a bit.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian looked Guan Peng up and down, then suddenly said, “Second Brother, you’ve gotten darker. Your aura’s different now too. Don’t tell me you’ve broken through to Eighth Grade?”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng wasn’t just tanned—he was also much steadier than before. Hearing this, he said, “Third Brother, sharp eyes. I just broke through, and you spotted it right away.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian sighed. “Congratulations, Second Brother, on getting what you wanted. You’re ahead of Big Brother and me now.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng smiled. “The sea really is a great place to train. Life out there is dull, and aside from practicing martial arts, there’s nothing else to do. No distractions. Before I knew it, I’d made the breakthrough. It surprised even me.”
    

    

    
      “Congratulations.”
    

    

    
      Since sitting down, Deng Ziyang had only said that one word.
    

    

    
      Once the most talkative among them, he had grown quiet and withdrawn, silently drinking by himself.
    

    

    
      Watching from the side, Chen Ming felt the biggest change among the three wasn’t their cultivation—but that they had all grown more pretentious. 
    

    

    
      A more polite word might be “mature.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang had been deeply affected by his father’s death and had become obsessed with training. 
    

    

    
      Ever since being transferred back to Qingfeng City, he had been constantly seeking Chen Ming out to spar.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian, having been in the Six Doors for so long, had become more tactful and smooth.
    

    

    
      Despite appearing to have changed the most on the surface, Guan Peng was actually the one who had changed the least. What he had just said sounded like a lament, but in truth, it was bragging.
    

    

    
      He was still that sensitive and proud young man—just less obvious about it now.
    

    

    
      As the four chatted, the topic naturally shifted to the newly appointed Six Doors Admiral.
    

    

    
      “I heard this Lord Zhao has quite the legendary background. He was a genius prodigy—became a top-ranked civil scholar before turning twenty. Later, while working as a local official, he couldn’t tolerate the arrogance of the Six Doors’ commanding officer. In a fit of anger, he gave up literature for martial arts. Within a few short years, he passed the military exam. In under ten years, he climbed all the way to Third Grade. His talent is rarely seen in this world.”
    

    

    
      “Many say that if Lord Zhao had started training in martial arts from a young age, he might have achieved even more—perhaps even become a First Grade expert of Great Jin.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, also intrigued by Qingfeng City’s new top official, asked, “What’s Lord Zhao like, personality-wise?”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian replied, “He has a good reputation as an official. His conduct is more like a civil servant—unlike the other brash and aggressive Six Doors powerhouses.”
    

    

    
      “And apparently, Lord Zhao loves nurturing younger talents. Everywhere he goes, he hosts martial arts tournaments. For outstanding young martial artists, he never holds back on rewards—some even get personal guidance from him.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng’s interest was piqued. “Can anyone participate in these tournaments?”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian shook his head. “No. You need to be at least Seventh Grade. Lord Zhao’s rank is too high, so the tournaments he organizes are of a higher standard. Otherwise, you and Brother Chen could go and showcase your skills.”
    

    

    
      His tone carried a hint of regret.
    

    

    
      Seventh Grade, huh?
    

    

    
      A thoughtful look appeared in Chen Ming’s eyes.
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      The wine was almost finished. 
    

    

    
      After putting down his cup, Guan Peng, riding on the warmth of the alcohol, said boldly, “Brother Chen, our last spar was already a year and a half ago. Today, I’d like to seek your guidance again.”
    

    

    
      “Nothing could please me more.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled.
    

    

    
      Immediately, the two of them moved to a more spacious courtyard nearby and assumed their stances.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Brother Guan, please.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng’s gaze sharpened. “Brother Chen, be careful. This ‘Wave-Splitting Saber Technique’ of mine emphasizes unstoppable momentum. When I was at sea, every time great waves approached, I’d leap off the ship and face them head-on. That’s how I developed this technique.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming grew interested and said, “Come, then.”
    

    

    
      “Watch the blade!”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng stepped forward, raising his long saber high overhead before chopping down with it.
    

    

    
      Even before the blade arrived, Chen Ming felt an oppressive aura rushing at him.
    

    

    
      He praised, “Good technique!”
    

    

    
      It seemed Guan Peng had been completely reborn during those months at sea. 
    

    

    
      Just that one strike alone would already place him among the stronger Eight Grade martial artists.
    

    

    
      Moreover, his saber carried a murderous edge.
    

    

    
      That meant—his blade had tasted blood!
    

    

    
      No one knew what he had gone through during his two sea journeys.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, ever rich in combat experience, understood one thing clearly—he must not let Guan Peng build momentum. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, once that force kept accumulating, Guan Peng himself wouldn’t be able to stop, and blood would inevitably be shed before it ended.
    

    

    
      Thus, he broke from his usual style and chose to meet it head-on.
    

    

    
      He lifted his saber to intercept.
    

    

    
      Clang! 
    

    

    
      A loud clash rang out as the two blades collided violently, sparks flying.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng was pushed back a step, battle spirit surging even higher in his eyes. His saber form shifted again—Wave-Breaking Style!
    

    

    
      His momentum climbed another level.
    

    

    
      On the sidelines, Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian watched with wide eyes, their hearts filled with an indescribable sense of loss. 
    

    

    
      Back then, the two of them had passed the martial examination, while Guan Peng had unexpectedly failed.
    

    

    
      To be honest, they’d felt both sympathy and a bit of superiority. Yet over a year had passed, and Guan Peng had advanced to the Eighth Grade ahead of them, even mastering such a formidable saber technique—leaving them far behind.
    

    

    
      One could imagine how disheartened they felt.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Another loud impact snapped them out of their thoughts.
    

    

    
      They focused their gaze again and saw Guan Peng retreating two steps. His long saber buzzed, a noticeable chip on the blade’s edge.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng sighed and smiled bitterly. “I lost.”
    

    

    
      Neither of them expected him to concede so easily. But upon closer look, they saw the webbing of his hand had split open, blood seeping out—he couldn’t even grip his saber properly anymore.
    

    

    
      This clearly showed how great the gap in their strength was.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian looked at Chen Ming, a question forming in their minds: 
    

    

    
      Just how strong has he become?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I merely have a slightly higher cultivation than you and used brute force to suppress you. Your saber technique is too aggressive—either the enemy dies, or I do. I couldn’t afford to let your momentum build. Otherwise, even I wouldn’t be confident in taking it head-on.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng admired him. “You saw through the core of my saber technique the moment I made a move. That insight is truly impressive.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian tried to smooth things over. “You probably didn’t know this, but ever since Brother Chen broke through to the Eighth Grade, he’s been challenging others left and right. He’s earned a reputation as a martial arts fanatic. The number of Eighth Grades who’ve sparred with him is at least twenty or thirty.”
    

    

    
      Guan Peng suddenly said, “Brother Chen, you must be close to reaching the Seventh Grade, right?”
    

    

    
      At these words, both Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian were taken aback. 
    

    

    
      They instinctively turned to look at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      They saw him smile slightly and say, “Brother Guan, your insight is accurate.”
    

    

    
      The two were momentarily stunned.
    

    

    
      He didn’t deny it.
    

    

    
      Which meant—he really was close to breaking through to the Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      It had only been a few months?
    

    

    
      Seven months? Or eight?
    

    

    
      Less than a year, and he was about to leap another grade?
    

    

    
      This was just too outrageous.
    

    

    
      Guan Peng was also stunned. He had merely been testing, yet Chen Ming admitted it outright.
    

    

    
      Seventh Grade…
    

    

    
      He spoke hoarsely, “Brother Chen, you truly are bold and diligent. Your rate of progress is no less than that of the core disciples from the great sects.”
    

    

    
      “You flatter me.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Near dusk, Chen Ming left the Deng Residence and was on his way home when he unexpectedly got stuck on the road.
    

    

    
      He asked the coachman, “What’s going on up ahead?”
    

    

    
      The coachman replied, “I heard that Lord Prefect is hosting a banquet at Snow Goose Tower for the newly appointed Inspector-General. Too many people came for the feast and blocked the road.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only shake his head. In this world, a traffic jam was even harder to clear than on Earth.
    

    

    
      All he could do was wait.
    

    

    
      He opened his panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 29】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 100】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Techniques: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level – Perfected), Three Suns Body Tempering (Sixth Level – 29576/30000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: Three Talents Fist (Mastered), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastered), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastered), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Proficient – 434/10000)】
    

    

    
      This was the result of his past half year of effort.
    

    

    
      He had advanced from the Fourth Level of Three Suns Body Tempering to the Sixth, and now was just a hair’s breadth away from the Seventh Level. 
    

    

    
      Once he broke through, he’d immediately step into the Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      Over the past six months, as his social circle expanded, he had gotten to know more and more Eighth Grade martial artists and had more opportunities to spar.
    

    

    
      On average, he earned three to four hundred experience points a day. 
    

    

    
      In half a year, he had accumulated nearly sixty thousand points. 
    

    

    
      Thinking back now, it hadn’t been easy.
    

    

    
      Now, it wasn’t an exaggeration to say he had friends all over the city. 
    

    

    
      There wasn’t a single Eighth Grade martial artist in all of Qingfeng City he didn’t know.
    

    

    
      Oh—there was now. 
    

    

    
      The newly appointed Inspector-General of the Six Doors would surely bring his own entourage.
    

    

    
      “Isn’t this Brother Chen’s carriage?”
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was thinking that, he heard a familiar voice outside. Lifting the curtain, he saw someone and greeted him with a smile. “Ah, Brother Wang! How have you been?”
    

    

    
      The man was named Wang Wentao, an illegitimate son of the nominal head of one of the maritime merchant families. 
    

    

    
      He was twenty-five years old, an Eighth Grade cultivator, and apprenticed under a Fifth Grade expert. He was someone who enjoyed making friends.
    

    

    
      Wang Wentao’s carriage wasn’t far away. He disembarked and boarded Chen Ming’s carriage, asking, “Are you also on your way to Lord Zhao’s banquet?”
    

    

    
      “I’m not. I was on my way home and got stuck here.”
    

    

    
      “Want to come with me and take a look?”
    

    

    
      “No need. I’d rather not join that crowd.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t very interested. 
    

    

    
      They weren’t part of the same social circle, and he didn’t want to force his way in.
    

    

    
      People called it social climbing, but honestly, wasn’t it just sucking up? And even if you wanted to be some big shot’s lapdog, they might not even care to look at you.
    

    

    
      He had never taken the initiative to befriend those from other social classes.
    

    

    
      Wang Wentao knew his nature and didn’t press the issue. Instead, he brought up another matter. “Do you remember your fiancée? I heard she’s about to marry into the Su Family.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked in surprise, “Didn’t she already get married a long time ago?”
    

    

    
      “You didn’t know? Half a year ago, a gang of pirates broke into the Zhang Family. Only a few servants were injured, but the old madam of the house was so frightened that she passed away shortly afterward. Because of the mourning period, the wedding was postponed. But just a few months into mourning, her uncle rushed to marry her off to the Su Family.”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      So that was what had happened.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hadn’t really paid attention to the Zhang Family’s affairs and was hearing about this for the first time. He felt no particular emotion.
    

    

    
      Wang Wentao grinned. “Want me to step in and wreck their marriage plans?”
    

    

    
      “No need. It’s not worth it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming declined the offer.
    

    

    
      Mainly because he didn’t want to owe someone a favor over something so trivial.
    

    

    
      Wang Wentao responded cheerfully, “Alright. But if you ever change your mind, just say the word. I’ll make sure that ungrateful woman never gets married in her lifetime.”
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      When Chen Ming returned home, the sky had already turned completely dark. 
    

    

    
      The whole family was seated at the table, waiting for him to eat together.
    

    

    
      He sat in his seat and explained, “Traffic jam on the way, I came back late. Sorry, sorry.”
    

    

    
      “As long as you're okay,” said Chen Rui. 
    

    

    
      The mustache on his upper lip had grown denser, making him look even more mature.
    

    

    
      Only then did everyone begin to eat.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming first picked up a piece of meat and placed it in Li Jinchuan's bowl, who was seated on his left, saying, “You’re still growing. Eat more meat.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan thanked him, “Thank you, Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      He now seemed to have become a new member of the Chen family. 
    

    

    
      Half a year ago, his guardian entrusted him to Chen Ming, saying they had something to attend to. 
    

    

    
      They had originally said they’d be gone for a month, but until now, there had been no news.
    

    

    
      So, he had stayed until now.
    

    

    
      The thoughts of young people run deep. Living under someone else’s roof, he felt inferior. If Chen Ming didn’t pick meat for him, he wouldn’t even reach his chopsticks toward it and would only eat vegetables.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at him and suddenly his gaze sharpened as he asked, “You’ve had a breakthrough?”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan saw that he had been found out and nodded in acknowledgment, “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming praised, “You’ve entered the Ninth Grade at sixteen. As expected, you’re exceptionally gifted.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan’s handsome face flushed red from the praise, “Senior Brother flatters me…”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui and his wife hadn’t taken it seriously at first—Chen Ming had praised him more than once—but when they heard he had entered the Ninth Grade, they were startled.
    

    

    
      Madam Wei said with some excitement, “Xiaochuan is already a Ninth Grade Martial Artist? That’s amazing!”
    

    

    
      She knew better than anyone what becoming a Ninth Grade Martial Artist meant!
    

    

    
      A little over a year ago, the Chen family had been on the brink of decline. It was only because Ah Ming broke through to the Ninth Grade that, within just a few months, the family made a miraculous recovery.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan became even more embarrassed. His ears turned red in an instant, and he stammered, “Compared to Senior… Senior Brother, I’m still far… far behind…”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chen Lide, who had just celebrated his seventh birthday, became a bit jealous. He raised his hand and shouted, “Dad, Second Uncle, I want to learn martial arts too!”
    

    

    
      Beside him, three-year-old Chen Lirong said in a childish voice, “Silly brother, Second Uncle just said last month that you're too young. You can’t start martial arts until you're ten.”
    

    

    
      Her one sentence made Chen Ming laugh. He said, “Little Lirong has a great memory.”
    

    

    
      The family burst into joyful laughter, full of warmth and harmony.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After dinner, Chen Rui called Chen Ming into the study, saying he had something to discuss.
    

    

    
      Once seated in the study, Chen Ming noticed his expression was a bit serious and guessed it might be trouble with the pharmacy, so he didn’t rush to ask. Instead, he said, “Lide is already seven. It’s time to hire a tutor to teach him reading and writing.”
    

    

    
      Whether one pursued the scholarly path or martial arts, literacy was essential.
    

    

    
      At seven, one would be attending primary school on Earth.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui nodded, “Your sister-in-law mentioned it to me a few days ago. I’ve already asked someone to look into it.”
    

    

    
      He paused, then brought up the main issue, “Ah Ming, do you know about Zhengrentang?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded, “Of course. The largest pharmacy in Qingfeng City, a century-old establishment.”
    

    

    
      “Yesterday, they sent someone through an intermediary, saying our Spring Harmony Hall is overreaching and breaking the rules,” said Chen Rui. “The root of the matter is that I intercepted a shipment meant for another pharmacy. Ah Ming, will this cause you any trouble?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled, “Don’t worry. Give it a few days, and this won’t even be considered trouble.”
    

    

    
      In the Great Jin Dynasty, every trade had its own set of rules. Martial arts schools had guilds, and pharmacies did too.
    

    

    
      These were barriers and constraints set up by vested interests to protect their businesses and prevent new competitors from entering the industry.
    

    

    
      It was just like gangs dividing territories.
    

    

    
      If a newcomer extended their reach into someone else’s territory and stole business, the others would naturally react.
    

    

    
      If it weren’t for Chen Ming’s presence as an Eighth Grade Martial Artist, it wouldn’t have been just a warning—they’d have smashed the store.
    

    

    
      This was because the Chen family’s pharmacy business had expanded too quickly. To find new profit growth, they had to seize others’ business.
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Ming’s response, Chen Rui was relieved. Still, he decided to stop snatching others’ business in the future to avoid causing Ah Ming trouble.
    

    

    
      With Ah Ming’s talent, his future achievements were limitless. To bring him trouble and hinder his cultivation for a bit of profit would be sheer foolishness.
    

    

    
      Since ancient times, medicine and martial arts had been inseparable. 
    

    

    
      The strength and connections of Zhengrentang were far beyond what the Chen family could currently match.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Two mornings later, the sky was just beginning to brighten with the first light of dawn.
    

    

    
      In the backyard of the Chen family, more than forty young boys were already sweating as they trained.
    

    

    
      As usual, Chen Ming personally checked each one’s stance to see if their foundation was stable before concluding the day's lesson.
    

    

    
      Once everyone had left, he returned to his room and instructed Chunxiang and Xiaxiang to guard the courtyard entrance and not let anyone in.
    

    

    
      He opened the system panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 29】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 88】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: “Iron Horse Stance” (Fifth Level, Perfected), “Three Suns Body Tempering” (Sixth Level, 29965/30000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: “Three Talents Fist” (Mastered), “Eight Trigrams Saber Technique” (Mastered), “Zhuang’s Flying Knife” (Mastered), “Swallow Returns Sword Technique” (Proficient 434/10000)】
    

    

    
      Finally, he was about to reach Seventh Grade!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a ripple of excitement in his heart. 
    

    

    
      For the past half year, he had either been bullying children or sparring with people far inferior to him. 
    

    

    
      On top of that, he had to work hard to build relationships with other martial artists...
    

    

    
      Now, it was finally time to reap the rewards.
    

    

    
      “Add points!”
    

    

    
      He allocated all 88 points into “Three Suns Body Tempering”.
    

    

    
      In an instant, he felt a loud boom within him.
    

    

    
      A powerful force erupted from inside his body. His blood seemed to boil, burning through his veins, muscles, and bones...
    

    

    
      He didn’t know how much time passed before it finally calmed down.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming carefully sensed the changes in his body.
    

    

    
       It was as if a furnace had ignited inside him, continuously supplying immense energy.
    

    

    
      “This strength feels ten times greater. So this is the Qi and Blood Realm of Seventh Grade?”
    

    

    
      He clenched his fist, and an overwhelming sense of confidence surged within him—one that made him feel he could punch a hole through the sky.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was merely an illusion.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      For the next few days, Chen Ming didn’t go out. 
    

    

    
      Aside from teaching the children, he stayed in his courtyard, familiarizing himself with his newly enhanced strength.
    

    

    
      In truth, he hadn’t yet decided how he would announce his breakthrough to Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      Reaching Seventh Grade from Eighth in just seven months—wouldn’t that sound too shockingly abnormal?
    

    

    
      In martial cultivation, the higher the realm, the harder it was to break through, and the more time it took.
    

    

    
      Progressing even faster the higher he went made him seem particularly anomalous.
    

    

    
      While he was still hesitating, a visitor arrived.
    

    

    
      It was Gu Junrong. Before he even stepped into the courtyard, he was already shouting, “Junior Brother, I have good news for you—Third Senior Brother has broken through… he’s reached Seventh Grade…”
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a bit surprised. 
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu had actually broken through to Seventh Grade?
    

    

    
      What a coincidence!
    

    

    
      A few days ago, he had said he was going out to take care of something. So it turned out he had gone to break through his realm.
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong finally rushed inside, his face flushed red with excitement. 
    

    

    
      Every pore on his body seemed to radiate exhilaration. “Third Senior Brother wants to see you. Let’s go!”
    

    

    
      “That’s truly wonderful.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming revealed a genuinely joyful smile.
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      “Finally, our Huo Sect has produced another Seventh‑Rank—it’s been so hard…”
    

    

    
      On the carriage, Gu Junrong spoke with tear‑bright eyes, revealing how moved he was.
    

    

    
      Since Huo Chengkun’s death, registered disciples like him had truly felt the chill of human relationships. 
    

    

    
      Even the Old Master treated him differently now.
    

    

    
      While Master was alive, the Old Master was always polite, never saying an extra word.
    

    

    
      Now, he demanded this and that—if something wasn’t done well, one would face icy contempt.
    

    

    
      That kind of sudden change made him feel deeply dejected.
    

    

    
      Not just him—Wang Mingkai and Li Mingchang had similar experiences.
    

    

    
      Only after losing something does one realize how precious it was to have had it.
    

    

    
      So when Zhang Mingyu broke through to Seventh‑Rank, it meant everything to registered disciples of the Huo Sect.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming couldn’t fully grasp their feelings. He only nodded and agreed, “Yes—now Brother Sun won’t hold the upper hand anymore.”
    

    

    
      As they spoke, they arrived at the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped down from the carriage. Upon entering the gate, he noticed even the gatekeeper wore a cheerful expression, no longer dreary as before.
    

    

    
      The whole Huo Residence was filled with celebratory atmosphere.
    

    

    
      Many guests had come today—many who had once followed Sun Shicai shamelessly showed up to congratulate. 
    

    

    
      Only a few die‑hard critics were absent.
    

    

    
      They were all fellow disciples. 
    

    

    
      Even someone like Zhang Mingkai—who had a sharp tongue—would only make a few sarcastic remarks, not actually drive anyone away.
    

    

    
      The Huo Residence hadn’t been this lively for a long time.
    

    

    
      “Junior Brother Chen is here! Hurry—Third Senior Brother’s been waiting for you.”
    

    

    
      As soon as Chen Ming arrived, someone called out. 
    

    

    
      All others made way.
    

    

    
      Among the Huo Residence, he was something of an oddity. Everyone called him Junior Brother, yet no one dared treat him poorly—there was warmth in their eagerness to please.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Junior Brother—you’ve finally arrived.”
    

    

    
      In the main hall, Zhang Mingyu rose from the seat of honor as Chen Ming entered, stepping forward to greet him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and congratulated him, “Congratulations, Senior Brother, on breaking through to Seventh‑Rank.”
    

    

    
      “That’s thanks to you.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu looked vastly different from usual—his eyes gleamed with restrained brilliance, his brows carried confident composure; his whole aura renewed, full of vigor.
    

    

    
      He held Chen Ming’s hand and led him to a seat beside him, sighing, “I advanced so quickly thanks to your help, Junior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hurriedly replied, “Senior Brother, you flatter me—”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu waved his hand and said, “Master once said I wouldn’t reach Seventh‑Rank until at least thirty years old. This past year plus, we frequently discussed martial theory, and I found new inspiration. Finally, I comprehended enough to break through. I surpassed Master’s estimate by two years.”
    

    

    
      At that, Chen Ming no longer denied it but responded modestly, “I dare not accept the credit—couldn’t have without Senior Brother’s own insight.”
    

    

    
      This was great news. 
    

    

    
      Once word spread, he’d never lack sparring partners again, right?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At noon, after the banquet, Zhang Mingyu took Chen Ming and Yang Zhidong to his small courtyard for a private conversation.
    

    

    
      Yang Zhidong was also a registered disciple of Huo Chengkun—the only one among them to break through to Eighth‑Rank.
    

    

    
      However, unlike Chen Ming, after leaving Huo Residence he became a disciple of another master. His Eighth‑Rank breakthrough had nothing to do with Huo Chengkun, so naturally his ties with the Residence were more distant.
    

    

    
      Today, Zhang Mingyu had specially sent for him to come.
    

    

    
      The three sat around a small table in the courtyard. 
    

    

    
      Water in the brazier bubbled.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu brewed a pot of tea, the fragrance quickly perfuming the air.
    

    

    
      He suddenly sighed, “Junior Brothers, since Master passed away, Fourth Junior Brother has focused entirely on his official career, paying no mind to other matters. I watched as all our younger brothers’ situations worsened and our sect’s influence waned day by day. It burns me up inside.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he clenched his fist and slammed it on the table, “Before he died, Senior Brother entrusted the Huo Sect into my hands. I absolutely cannot let Master’s lifetime of efforts collapse under me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a surge of emotion and said, “Senior Brother, with your resolve, Master would be comforted to see it, even from the grave.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu looked at the two of them and said, “If we want to revitalize the sect, I alone won’t be enough. I still need both of you Junior Brothers to be of one heart and mind with me, to bring glory to our sect together.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yang Zhidong expressed his stance. “Of course. Master Huo taught me, and I owe him that. If Senior Brother ever needs anything, just say the word.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also nodded. “It goes without saying. I won’t shirk it.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu was delighted. “With your words, I’m at ease. Actually, the reason I invited you both over today was to share my experience in breaking through to Seventh‑Rank. I hope both Junior Brothers can also break through soon.”
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Yang Zhidong was visibly moved and exclaimed in shock, “Third Senior Brother, this... how can I accept this?”
    

    

    
      What he had just said was merely courtesy.
    

    

    
      Now Zhang Mingyu was actually willing to share his Seventh‑Rank breakthrough experience with him—completely beyond expectation. Typically, only direct disciples received such guidance.
    

    

    
      This was a huge favor!
    

    

    
      And one he couldn’t refuse.
    

    

    
      Yang Zhidong had been stuck at a bottleneck for five years. 
    

    

    
      The master he later took under wasn’t any better—only Eighth‑Rank—and had little advice to offer.
    

    

    
      After taking another master, Huo Chengkun naturally no longer taught him.
    

    

    
      He could only fumble his way forward, struggling in agony without progress—the torment was hard to imagine.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu placed his hand over Yang Zhidong’s and said, “We are fellow disciples—we should support each other.”
    

    

    
      Yang Zhidong suddenly stood, speaking excitedly, “Third Senior Brother, if I really do break through to Seventh‑Rank thanks to you, then whatever you ask of me in the future, even going through fire or water, I will not refuse.”
    

    

    
      What he said earlier was mere formality. This was now a show of loyalty!
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu saw how well he understood the situation and was very pleased. “Among fellow disciples, there’s no need for such distant talk.”
    

    

    
      Then, he turned to look at the calm‑faced Chen Ming and asked curiously, “Junior Brother, why aren’t you saying anything?”
    

    

    
      What could he say to that?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt the urge to scratch his head but held back. 
    

    

    
      After thinking for a moment, he decided to be honest. “To tell you the truth, Senior Brother, I’ve also broken through to Seventh‑Rank.”
    

    

    
      What?!
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu froze, stunned. His face showed shock, disbelief, and confusion…
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he launched a palm strike at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      The strike didn’t appear fast, but it carried tremendous force.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also raised his palm in response.
    

    

    
      Their palms collided in midair.
    

    

    
      A loud pa!
    

    

    
      The ground seemed to tremble slightly.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu withdrew his hand, visibly moved. “It really is Seventh‑Rank… Junior Brother, you… you really…” He stuttered, too shocked to form words.
    

    

    
      Sitting nearby, Yang Zhidong was also dumbfounded. 
    

    

    
      He wasn’t very familiar with this Junior Brother Chen—he had only seen him a few times.
    

    

    
      Because of their respective positions, he had always harbored a natural wariness toward Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      His own master was affiliated with Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, while Chen Ming had a past grudge with them.
    

    

    
      Once, Chen Ming even asked to spar with him. 
    

    

    
      That left a worse impression, making him keep his distance.
    

    

    
      He had assumed Chen Ming merely wanted to probe his martial arts to prepare against his master.
    

    

    
      Now this Junior Brother, nearly ten years younger than him, had actually reached Seventh‑Rank.
    

    

    
      He was only twenty‑two!
    

    

    
      What would the Qi Family say if they found out about this?
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      "Junior Brother, this really is a tremendous surprise."
    

    

    
      After the initial shock, Zhang Mingyu was filled with joy and excitement. 
    

    

    
      He stood up and paced back and forth in the courtyard, already envisioning how much fame this news would bring to their sect.
    

    

    
      Two people from their sect had reached the Seventh Grade at the same time—and both were so young.
    

    

    
      Before, he had felt overwhelmed by the pressure on his shoulders, worried and uneasy. But now, all his concerns vanished like smoke.
    

    

    
      With him and Chen Ming around, who would dare to look down on the Huo Sect?
    

    

    
      Yang Zhidong, who stood nearby, had also wanted to say a few congratulatory words, but when the words reached his lips, he just couldn't say "Junior Brother."
    

    

    
      This was a Seventh Grade martial artist at twenty-two years old. Such talent—if he had been born into a prestigious family or entered a renowned sect—was beyond imagination; the achievements he could have made…
    

    

    
      In the end, he could only echo softly, "Yes, it's truly incredible."
    

    

    
      It had taken him just a little over half a year to break through from Eighth to Seventh Grade. Could "incredible" even begin to describe it?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The news that Huo Chengkun’s two disciples had both broken through to the Seventh Grade spread like wildfire across the entire city, second only to the buzz surrounding Commander Zhao’s entrance into the city.
    

    

    
      By the next morning, people had already begun arriving with gifts to offer their congratulations.
    

    

    
      At first, the gatekeeper Old Li was rather baffled. 
    

    

    
      These people claimed they had come to congratulate the Second Young Master for breaking through to Seventh Grade. He kept insisting they must be mistaken.
    

    

    
      How could he not know if the young master had advanced?
    

    

    
      After sending away two groups, and then receiving a third wave of guests at the door, Old Li began to feel suspicious. 
    

    

    
      After some hesitation, he hurried off to find the Second Young Master.
    

    

    
      "Second Young Master, there are people outside requesting to see you, saying they came to congratulate you for reaching Seventh Grade. What do you think…"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "If they’re not close acquaintances, just turn them away and say I’m not receiving guests."
    

    

    
      Old Li exclaimed with delight, "So, Young Master, you really have reached the Seventh Grade?"
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      With that confirmed, Old Li felt like he was floating as he walked. 
    

    

    
      The Second Young Master had really become a Seventh Grade martial artist?
    

    

    
      Aside from his joy, he also felt a tinge of grievance. 
    

    

    
      The Second Young Master hadn’t even told his own household—they had to hear it from outsiders.
    

    

    
      Right, the Eldest Young Master probably didn’t know yet…
    

    

    
      Old Li understood well what a monumental event this was for the family. 
    

    

    
      After seeing off the guests, he immediately sent someone to the pharmacy to fetch the Eldest Young Master.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      "Ah Ming, you… you really reached the Seventh Grade?"
    

    

    
      Chen Rui burst into Chen Ming’s small courtyard in a disheveled rush, panting and with messy hair. 
    

    

    
      It was clear how emotional he was.
    

    

    
      "It’s true," Chen Ming said, seeing how worked up he was. He explained, "I got home too late last night, and you were already asleep. I figured I’d tell you today when you returned…"
    

    

    
      "Seventh Grade… Our Chen family actually has a Seventh Grade martial artist…"
    

    

    
      Hearing him admit it personally, Chen Rui became so emotional he was practically incoherent.
    

    

    
      He had always known Ah Ming would reach Seventh Grade sooner or later, but he never expected it would be this soon. How long had it been?
    

    

    
      Eight months—only eight months.
    

    

    
      Right, he needed to tell their parents' spirits the good news…
    

    

    
      Chen Rui turned and left immediately, heading to the ancestral tablets to offer incense and prayers.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched his brother's retreating figure and naturally understood what he was doing. 
    

    

    
      This big brother of his was truly a filial son.
    

    

    
      Soon, the entire family had received the news, and one by one they came to offer congratulations.
    

    

    
      Especially Sister-in-law Madam Wei, who beamed with joy and asked what dishes he wanted to eat, insisting she would cook for him herself.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      One family's joy was another family's sorrow.
    

    

    
      While the Chen family was jubilant, the atmosphere in the Su household was heavy and grim.
    

    

    
      The Su family was in the wine business, running a winery passed down through generations. 
    

    

    
      Their ancestral brewing methods had brought them considerable wealth over the years.
    

    

    
      The current head of the family, Su Chaosheng, was a shrewd businessman. 
    

    

    
      He had just sealed a major deal and planned to invest a large sum into expanding the winery, expecting output to double in a few years.
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought that first thing in the morning, he’d receive such troubling news?
    

    

    
      Su Chaosheng, aged forty-nine and well-preserved for his age, now wore an extremely grim expression. "You’re sure you didn’t mishear? That Chen Ming broke through to the Seventh Grade?"
    

    

    
      The steward standing before him replied, "Absolutely certain. Among Huo Chengkun’s disciples, only three were at the Eighth Grade. Of those, there’s only one named Chen Ming. Master, about the Young Master’s marriage arrangement…"
    

    

    
      Su Chaosheng’s face twitched, his hand gripping the armrest tightly, eyes darkening.
    

    

    
      He had truly underestimated this Chen Ming…
    

    

    
      That name had first come to his attention half a year ago.
    

    

    
      That was when he learned that the girl his only son loved—the daughter of the Zhang family—had previously been engaged. 
    

    

    
      The fiancé in question was a martial artist named Chen Ming, who had already reached the Eighth Grade before the age of twenty-one.
    

    

    
      Su Chaosheng had flown into a rage, furiously scolding his wife and son for hiding it from him. But what was done was done, and his son had been so besotted with that girl he was ready to die for her.
    

    

    
      In the end, Su Chaosheng could only accept it with gritted teeth.
    

    

    
      An Eighth Grade martial artist still wasn’t enough to threaten the Su family.
    

    

    
      But now, just half a year later, that same Chen Ming had reached Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      Still, even a Seventh Grade martial artist wasn’t enough to pose a real threat.
    

    

    
      The problem was—Chen Ming was only twenty-two years old. 
    

    

    
      That was the truly terrifying part!
    

    

    
      Su Chaosheng felt a prickling chill down his spine and couldn’t sit still.
    

    

    
      Then, the steward quietly added, "After being rejected, Chen Ming received numerous marriage proposals, but he turned them all down. I fear he still holds feelings for Miss Zhang…"
    

    

    
      Su Chaosheng felt a jolt in his scalp, as if he could already see a future ten years from now—Chen Ming, a martial master, recalling the humiliation of being rejected, destroying the Su family with a few cold words…
    

    

    
      Hiss—
    

    

    
      Su Chaosheng sucked in a sharp breath and made a decision. "Go, bring Chang’er here."
    

    

    
      "Yes, sir."
    

    

    
      Soon, the steward brought over Su Chaosheng’s only son, Su Youchang.
    

    

    
      "Father, you called for me? Is it about my marriage?"
    

    

    
      Su Youchang was basking in joy, eager to marry his beloved beauty.
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      That night, Chen Rui didn’t return home for dinner. He sent someone back with a message saying he had a social engagement.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until the Hour of the Rat (11:00 PM – 1:00 AM) that the rest of the Chen Residence had gone to bed. 
    

    

    
      Only Chen Ming’s room was still lit. 
    

    

    
      After advancing to the Seventh Grade, his qi and blood were vigorous—he only needed two hours of sleep each day.
    

    

    
      Thus, he was always the first to wake and the last to sleep in the household. His energy was boundless all day long. If this were Earth, he’d practically be a superhuman workhorse.
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was about to sleep, he suddenly heard a commotion outside.
    

    

    
      “Ah Ming—”
    

    

    
      It was his elder brother Chen Rui’s voice. 
    

    

    
      He sounded drunk. 
    

    

    
      With a creak, he pushed open the courtyard door and walked in.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened his door and let him in. Smelling the strong scent of alcohol on him, he asked, “Why did you drink so much?”
    

    

    
      After he sat down, Chen Ming poured him a cup of hot tea to sober up.
    

    

    
      “I’m happy tonight.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui looked to be in high spirits. His cheeks were flushed, but his eyes remained relatively clear. He said cheerfully, “Do you know who invited me tonight?”
    

    

    
      “Who?”
    

    

    
      “The Su Family.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked casually, “Which Su Family?”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui emphasized, “That Su Family.”
    

    

    
      That one… which one?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a little puzzled.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui explained, “Su Chaosheng from the Su Family specifically asked Shopkeeper Hao to act as an intermediary and hosted a banquet for me tonight to offer an apology. He said he hadn’t known how ungrateful the Zhang Family was. He swore their Su Family would never marry into such a household. During the day, they already went over to withdraw the marriage proposal…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally understood which Su Family it was—the one that had arranged to marry Zhang Xinyi.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
    

    

    
      To be honest, he really hadn’t taken the broken engagement to heart and didn’t harbor any thoughts of revenge. 
    

    

    
      Given the original host’s circumstances at the time, being rejected was only natural.
    

    

    
      Whether on Earth or in the Great Jin Dynasty, reality remained the same.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui said with some bitterness, “The Zhang Family brought this upon themselves!”
    

    

    
      Clearly, the broken engagement had always been a thorn in his side.
    

    

    
      “Ah Ming, our father came from humble beginnings. He was a farmer in the countryside. At thirteen, a fellow villager introduced him to an herbal shop in Qingfeng City, where he apprenticed for ten years. After becoming a full-fledged practitioner, he stayed on as a shop assistant and earned the trust of the old shopkeeper.
    

    

    
      “One time, while collecting herbs in the mountains, he chanced upon a century-old wild ginseng.
    

    

    
      “On his way back, he encountered the Zhang Family’s old master who had fallen gravely ill and was on the brink of death. Our father, out of compassion, used that ginseng to keep the man alive until they could get back to the city for a doctor.”
    

    

    
      “It was a great risk he took to save someone. If the shopkeeper had held him accountable, he’d have had to work ten more years to repay the debt. Fortunately, the old master of the Zhang Family was a reasonable man and later visited in person to offer thanks.”
    

    

    
      “He even wanted to marry off his youngest daughter to our father, but the shopkeeper beat him to it and made our father his son-in-law.
    

    

    
      “Later, that’s how your engagement to Zhang Xinyi came to be—it was a childhood betrothal.”
    

    

    
      “Who could have expected the Zhang Family to be so heartless? The moment you hit rock bottom, they rushed over to sever the engagement…”
    

    

    
      The more Chen Rui spoke, the angrier he got. “Actually, after the old master of the Zhang Family died, didn’t we already see the Zhang Family’s attitude? With your temperament, even if they hadn’t said anything, you wouldn’t have let their daughter suffer with you. I had planned to discuss with you about officially breaking off the engagement once you got out. Who knew…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood his feelings. 
    

    

    
      At Chen Family’s lowest point, it was the supposedly closest Zhang Family who had kicked them while they were down. 
    

    

    
      In Chen Rui’s heart, the Zhang Family was probably even more hateful than Jinyuan Prosperity Trading.
    

    

    
      He had no intention of pleading on Zhang Xinyi’s behalf.
    

    

    
      Back when the Chen Family was at its worst, the Zhang Family broke off the engagement—that was human nature. 
    

    

    
      Now that his cultivation had soared, and others feared offending him, stepping on the Zhang Family was also human nature.
    

    

    
      After calming down a bit, Chen Rui suddenly grabbed his arm and said, “Ah Ming, if you really still have feelings for her, you can take her in, just not as your official wife…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied seriously, “Big Brother, I’ve already said, my heart is fully set on training right now. I have no intention of getting married for the time being.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui grew more anxious. “Ah Ming, Father and Mother’s biggest wish is to see us have children and carry on the family line. You’re already twenty-two. How can I not worry?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed heartily. “Don’t worry about that. Seventh Grade is the qi and blood realm—even at seventy or eighty, one’s vitality is still strong. I’ll still be able to marry and have kids then.”
    

    

    
      But Chen Rui wasn’t comforted. He gave a bitter smile. “Are we supposed to wait until you’re old and gray? I may not live to see that day.”
    

    

    
      “How can you say something so inauspicious? Come on, spit and say it again properly.”
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      That night, the two brothers chatted for a long time, all the way until late into the night.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The following morning, an esteemed guest arrived.
    

    

    
      The visitor was Lei Zhenguang, the old headmaster of the Sihai Martial School. Chen Ming personally went out to greet him with a smile. “Having the old headmaster grace my humble abode truly brings honor to these shabby walls.”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang's voice was like a booming bell as he laughed heartily. “I heard that you’ve broken through to the Seventh Grade, so I came specially to offer my congratulations.”
    

    

    
      Previously, he had always addressed Chen Ming as “Young Master,” and looked down on Shangguan Hong for acting overly familiar with younger people despite his age—feeling that such conduct lacked a martial artist’s dignity.
    

    

    
      But now, he called Chen Ming “old brother” with great familiarity.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Old headmaster, if you were planning to come, you could’ve given me a heads-up so I could welcome you properly.”
    

    

    
      “There’s no need for such formality between us. To be honest, I’ve been in seclusion these past six months. I just emerged yesterday and heard you’d visited me a few times. I felt quite guilty and then heard that you had reached Seventh Grade, so I came specially to congratulate you.”
    

    

    
      “So that’s how it is. Please, let’s talk inside.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming invited him into the main hall.
    

    

    
      Indeed, he had visited the Wind and Thunder Martial School a few times—not specifically to find Lei Zhenguang, but rather to spar with Lei Yucheng. However, the latter always came up with excuses to decline.
    

    

    
      So after a few attempts, Chen Ming had stopped going.
    

    

    
      He certainly knew that this old fox’s excuse of “seclusion” was just a pretext, but he didn’t bother to expose it.
    

    

    
      In the main hall, Chen Ming took the seat of honor. 
    

    

    
      Behind him stood two dark-skinned maids as he hosted both Lei Zhenguang and Lei Yucheng, the two generations of schoolmasters.
    

    

    
      After tea was served, Lei Zhenguang took two books from his robe and smiled. “I heard you’re quite interested in the techniques of our Wind and Thunder Martial School. These are the Lei Family’s Wind and Thunder Body Refinement and Wind and Thunder Sword Technique. Take them as a congratulatory gift, old brother.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was sipping tea when he saw the two manuals placed on the table and paused, surprised.
    

    

    
      He realized the old man had misunderstood and couldn’t help but chuckle. “Old Headmaster Lei, you’ve misunderstood. I only wished to spar with your grandson, not to covet your martial arts manuals. It’s just a personal hobby of mine—to cross hands with different people so I can examine my own shortcomings.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, I see. Then I’ve misjudged a noble man with a petty heart.” Lei Zhenguang shook his head with a self-deprecating smile. He looked at the manuals on the table and said, “Did you know, in the martial world, warriors are generally divided into three ranks?”
    

    

    
      “I’d be glad to hear the details.”
    

    

    
      “People like us at Seventh Grade are considered third-rate. Sixth to Fourth Grade are second-rate. Only Third Grade and above are considered first-rate. There’s a chasm between each of these levels. Without the appropriate techniques, no amount of training can help you leap across them.”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang gave a bitter smile. “My Lei Family has passed down to the third generation with me. I reached Seventh Grade at thirty, and I’d say my talent isn’t bad. But in the more than forty years since, I’ve remained stuck at Seventh Grade, unable to advance. The reason is simple—our family’s martial arts can only take one up to the Seventh Grade.”
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming listened, his expression turned serious.
    

    

    
      He too was about to face this very bottleneck. The Three Suns Body Tempering Technique had only nine levels—reaching the pinnacle meant reaching the peak of the Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      Where to find the next suitable technique remained a mystery.
    

    

    
      This was why, for martial artists, the top priority was to join a faction.
    

    

    
      The first choice was, of course, a renowned orthodox sect—but that required great fortune.
    

    

    
      The next best option was the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Though it was difficult to earn merit, at least there was hope.
    

    

    
      As for serving other factions or noble merchant families, that was the last resort—a path taken when no other was available.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang continued, “However, right now, old brother, a golden opportunity has presented itself to you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming perked up. “I’m all ears, old brother.”
    

    

    
      He had finally changed how he addressed the man, switching to the more intimate “old brother.”
    

    

    
      A smile finally appeared on Lei Zhenguang’s aged face. “The newly arrived Lord Zhao is known for promoting young talent. Everywhere he goes, he hosts a martial gathering. He invites all local Seventh Grade martial artists under thirty. Those who perform exceptionally are rewarded—be it with divine weapons, personal instruction, or for those from humble backgrounds, even a second-rate martial arts technique. This is your chance, young brother.”
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      After the carriage from Wind and Thunder Martial Hall departed the Chen residence, Lei Yucheng could no longer restrain himself. 
    

    

    
      He said, somewhat resentfully, “Grandpa, he said he’s not interested in our Lei family’s manuals, so why did he keep the martial techniques?”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang glanced at him and did not answer directly but instead asked a question, “What kind of person do you think this Chen Ming is?”
    

    

    
      “Defiant.”
    

    

    
      Without thinking, Lei Yucheng replied, “He looks down on people, lacks courtesy. When you, Grandpa, called him ‘younger brother’ out of politeness, he actually accepted it.”
    

    

    
      He had been seething with anger at the Chen residence just now.
    

    

    
      This Chen Ming was five or six years younger than him, yet he had called his grandfather “big bro” right in front of him. Lei Yucheng almost got furious. If Grandpa hadn’t been there, he would have slammed the table and cursed.
    

    

    
      After Lei Yucheng finished speaking, Lei Zhenguang nodded and said, “There’s nothing wrong with what you said. But as a martial artist, if he didn’t have that kind of defiance, weren’t arrogant, he wouldn’t advance so fiercely. In just two short years, he broke through three levels.”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng, though unwilling, couldn’t refute that.
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang gently lectured his grandson: “To measure a person, listen to their words and observe their actions. Half a year ago, I already saw that this Chen Ming wasn’t arrogant—he had principles and acted with restraint. He knew his limits and didn’t push others too far.”
    

    

    
      He paused, then continued: “In the past six months, everyone who has dealings with him—whether it’s Shangguan Hong or Liu Fu—has grown closer to him. I asked several old friends who sparred with him, and they all praised him highly, saying he had a broad mind and was a very sincere man.”
    

    

    
      “If just one or two people praised him, it might be flattery. But everyone praises him; clearly his nature is good. Someone like that is definitely worth befriending. Now that we owe him a favor, it might come in handy in the future.”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng still felt uncomfortable and asked, “Grandpa, are you really convinced he can gain Lord Zhao’s favor and acquire a second-class martial manual? What if he doesn’t get it?”
    

    

    
      Lei Zhenguang said, “If he doesn’t, it’s not a real loss to us. Our Wind and Thunder Martial Hall has existed for years. These techniques and sword methods have been passed around before. What’s the big deal if one more person learns them?”
    

    

    
      After saying this, he earnestly admonished him: “Yucheng, I know you feel angry—he’s younger and treated you rudely. But in this Jianghu, the capable come first. Would you care if an older person with lower cultivation outranked you? If your heart can’t handle it, you’ll bring trouble on yourself later.”
    

    

    
      Lei Yucheng was shaken by the words, suddenly breaking out in a cold sweat.
    

    

    
      He finally realized that his mindset was off.
    

    

    
      “You’re right, Grandpa.”
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Half a month passed in the blink of an eye.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally found time to visit Wu’s Martial Hall.
    

    

    
      “Old Liu!”
    

    

    
      He carried a jar of wine and a food box, walked into the backyard, and pushed the door open. 
    

    

    
      Inside, Liu Fu was drinking. He looked up and said, “Oh ho, isn’t this Chen Ming? I heard you’ve been really busy lately—how do you have time to visit this old geezer?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, “Since you didn’t visit me, I have to come see you.”
    

    

    
      He shook his head exaggeratingly, “Your mansion threshold is too high—I don’t dare go.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Liu Fu’s exaggerated scolding, clearly blaming him for not visiting, Chen Ming laughed and placed the jar of wine and a platter of roast chicken and duck on the table.
    

    

    
      Liu Fu sniffed, licked his lips, grabbed a chicken leg, and started eating. He complained: “It’s been sitting too long—the skin’s lost its crispness…”
    

    

    
      A person who eats won’t stay hard‑hearted.
    

    

    
      After downing a roast chicken and duck and drinking fine nü’er hong wine, Liu Fu no longer wore a sour face and said, “I heard that old Lei Zhenguang personally went to congratulate you?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Did he give you the manuals for Wind and Thunder Body Refinement and Wind and Thunder Sword Technique?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised: “Who told you that?”
    

    

    
      Liu Fu said dismissively, “They wouldn’t be announcing that everywhere. I guessed—the old fellow is as timid as a mouse who dares offend no one. He must have given those two things as a favor to you. Hmph, they’re just third‑rate techniques and sword methods, but his calculation’s shrewd.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, “Old Liu, have you had a grudge with him?”
    

    

    
      Liu Fu said, “What grudge could I have with him? I just dislike him.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t want to say more about him and instead asked, “I heard Governor Zhao is hosting a martial gathering. Did you get an invitation?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded: “Yes, it’s in ten days.”
    

    

    
      Not only him—Zhang Mingyu had also received an invitation.
    

    

    
      Liu Fu looked at him and asked, “Do you think that, with your current strength, you’ll surely shine at this martial gathering?”
    

    

    
      “You sound like the worm in my belly.”
    

    

    
      They were already well acquainted—close enough to joke a little.
    

    

    
      Liu Fu let out a cold laugh. “With your level of swordsmanship, in Qingfeng City alone, among the Seventh Grade martial artists under thirty, indeed no one could defeat you with certainty. But do you think your opponents are only from Qingfeng City?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression shifted slightly. “Old Liu, what are you implying?”
    

    

    
      “You’re underestimating the influence of a Governor. I can guarantee that right now, all of Jiangzhou—across a dozen prefectures—young experts are rushing over. You’ll be competing against the best in the entire Jiangzhou. Are you still confident you’ll stand out?”
    

    

    
      Liu Fu thought those words would intimidate the boy, but to his surprise, Chen Ming’s eyes lit up instead, showing a face full of eagerness.
    

    

    
      This kid got excited at the mention of battle—truly a martial arts fanatic.
    

    

    
      He had heard that after Chen Ming broke through to Seventh Grade, he had spent the past half month visiting veteran Seventh Grade martial artists all over, seeking sparring matches.
    

    

    
      Such a battle-hungry person—he had never met one like this in his whole life.
    

    

    
      Just as Liu Fu was thinking, he heard Chen Ming say, “Old Liu, it’s been a long time since we sparred—let’s have a match.”
    

    

    
      He shook his head. “I wasn’t your match before, and I certainly won’t be now.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “You think I couldn’t tell? You were holding back every time—never showing your true skills. Actually, you’re a Seventh Grade martial artist, aren’t you?”
    

    

    
      Liu Fu looked at him in surprise—this brat actually saw through his true cultivation?
    

    

    
      “Come on.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming dragged him up by force.
    

    

    
      Though reluctant, Liu Fu couldn’t refuse—he had eaten his food and drunk his wine. 
    

    

    
      For the sake of that jar of nü’er hong, he accepted the saber Chen Ming shoved into his hands.
    

    

    
      Besides, he was a bit curious to see how strong Chen Ming had become after reaching Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      As soon as they clashed, the saber in Liu Fu’s hand nearly flew out. He cursed inwardly—this brat didn’t hold back at all.
    

    

    
      He focused, putting in real effort.
    

    

    
      But the longer they fought, the more shocked he became. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s saber techniques weren’t just a notch stronger—they had advanced by leaps and bounds. It was extremely difficult for Liu Fu to keep up.
    

    

    
      It had been too long since Liu Fu had truly fought someone. Within just twenty moves, he was overwhelmed and gasping for breath.
    

    

    
      “No more!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he jumped back from the fight, looking frustrated. “I can’t beat you.”
    

    

    
      Before, he had only pretended to lose. 
    

    

    
      Now, he genuinely couldn’t win.
    

    

    
      [You have once again defeated a Level 30 opponent. Gained 100 experience points.]
    

    

    
      Seeing the prompt, Chen Ming smiled and sheathed his saber. “What you lack is experience in real combat. Your saber skills are quite extraordinary—it’s just that you weren’t able to unleash them.”
    

    

    
      Liu Fu was about to speak when suddenly a voice came from the side: “You’re Liu Fu? The one who defeated my father? What a disappointment.”
    

    

    
      Both of them were startled. 
    

    

    
      They turned and saw that, at some point, an old man and a young man had appeared at the courtyard gate. 
    

    

    
      The one who spoke was the young man—early twenties, dressed in brocade robes, exuding an extraordinary air. 
    

    

    
      One glance revealed him as a pampered young master from a wealthy family.
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      When Liu Fu saw that youth, his expression changed drastically, and his body began to tremble uncontrollably.
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      Liu Fu's reaction was extremely strange. It was as if he had seen a sworn enemy—his eyes were bloodshot, and his expression was one of wanting to devour someone alive, as though he could pounce at any moment and tear that young man to shreds.
    

    

    
      Within his hatred, there was also fear, and a very peculiar emotion mixed in.
    

    

    
      It was the first time Chen Ming had ever seen such a complicated mix of emotions on a single person. He was very curious—just what kind of deep enmity existed between Old Liu and this young man’s father?
    

    

    
      When the young man in brocade robes saw Liu Fu’s reaction, a trace of amusement surfaced on his face. “Before my father passed, he specifically instructed me to go to the Wu’s Martial School in Qingfeng City and find a man named Liu Fu. He wanted me to deliver a message.”
    

    

    
      “W-What message?”
    

    

    
      Liu Fu’s voice was hoarse, his fists clenched tight, and his breathing grew rapid—it was clear how much he cared about that message.
    

    

    
      The young man said, “My father said, several years ago, she died in childbirth. You don’t need to keep her in your thoughts anymore.”
    

    

    
      When Liu Fu heard the news, the world spun around him, and he stood there dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      Seeing such a reaction, the young man found it dull and turned to leave.
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      Liu Fu roared like a wild beast when he saw him leaving. “Don’t go…”
    

    

    
      He suddenly lunged forward, aiming to grab the young man by the shoulder.
    

    

    
      The young man in brocade robes turned his head. Without drawing his sword, he thrust it forward with the scabbard still on. 
    

    

    
      It struck Liu Fu squarely in the chest.
    

    

    
      The blow was so forceful that Liu Fu spat out blood on the spot and collapsed.
    

    

    
      The young man looked puzzled. “With this kind of strength, you actually managed to defeat my father back then? How bizarre.”
    

    

    
      He glanced over at Chen Ming, who showed no intention of making a move, and only then turned and walked away.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Old Liu.”
    

    

    
      After the two had left, Chen Ming walked over and helped Liu Fu up. 
    

    

    
      Seeing his face as pale as death and eyes tightly shut, Chen Ming was startled. 
    

    

    
      A quick check revealed that only Liu Fu’s sternum was fractured—the injury wasn’t too severe.
    

    

    
      Seeing how utterly devastated Liu Fu looked, Chen Ming sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      He had heard bits and pieces about Old Liu’s past.
    

    

    
      The master of the Wu’s Martial School was originally surnamed Wu. 
    

    

    
      By the time the school passed to the previous generation, the master had only a daughter. To continue the family line, Master Wu set his eyes on a highly talented, orphaned young man—Liu Fu—and intended to take him as a son-in-law.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, before the wedding could take place, Master Wu died under mysterious circumstances. 
    

    

    
      Some said he was murdered by an enemy; others claimed he was poisoned by a disgruntled disciple.
    

    

    
      After his death, a dispute broke out among his disciples over the martial manuals he left behind. 
    

    

    
      In the end, some died, others left. Only Liu Fu and his fiancée remained.
    

    

    
      Who could have known that on the very night their mourning period ended and they were finally wed, Liu Fu’s fiancée would suddenly die too?
    

    

    
      Hit by blow after blow, Liu Fu never recovered. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, Wu’s Martial School declined soon after.
    

    

    
      “Seems like the rumors were unreliable after all.”
    

    

    
      From the conversation and Liu Fu’s reaction, Chen Ming surmised there must be another story behind it all. But given Liu Fu’s current state, it wasn’t the time to ask.
    

    

    
      He could only send someone to fetch Liu Fu’s two disciples and have them take good care of their master. 
    

    

    
      He also left some silver.
    

    

    
      Then, he left.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      “Second Master, a guest has arrived and is waiting in the main hall. He claims to be your fellow disciple, though we’ve never seen him before.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just entered the residence when old Li from the gatehouse came up to report.
    

    

    
      Ever since he broke through to Seventh Grade, someone—no one knew who—had started calling him Second Master, and after that, everyone followed suit.
    

    

    
      He casually asked, “Oh? What’s his name?”
    

    

    
      Old Li replied, “He said his surname is Wen.”
    

    

    
      Surname Wen?
    

    

    
      A thought struck Chen Ming. When he stepped into the main hall and took a look, it really was Wen Zehao.
    

    

    
      What a rare guest indeed.
    

    

    
      The last time they met had been over a year ago, on the day Huo Chengkun passed away.
    

    

    
      As Huo Chengkun’s last personal disciple, Wen Zehao hadn’t even attended the funeral, which was practically a public declaration of severing ties with the Huo family.
    

    

    
      Of course, he had also been lucky enough to survive.
    

    

    
      After not seeing each other for over a year, Wen Zehao appeared more mature, but when he saw Chen Ming, his expression was rather stiff, and he instinctively avoided eye contact, carrying a sense of shame as if he couldn’t face him.
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man sitting beside Wen Zehao stood up enthusiastically and bowed, “You must be Young Master Chen. As expected, you are striking in appearance, a true dragon among men.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “And you are?”
    

    

    
      With a fawning smile, the middle-aged man replied, “I am Hao’er’s father, Wen Yuantao. We just returned from out of town. Upon hearing that Young Master Chen has broken through to Seventh Grade, we came specifically to offer our congratulations.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the expressions on the father and son, Chen Ming immediately understood.
    

    

    
      This scene looked exactly like a small-time businessman dragging his son to visit an old classmate who had become a government official, hoping to curry favor with gifts.
    

    

    
      No wonder Wen Zehao wore such a shame-filled, evasive look.
    

    

    
      Back then, Wen Zehao had been the most gifted among their batch of students. He was even taken in as a personal disciple by Huo Chengkun and became engaged to Huo Qianqian, making him the heir apparent of the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      At the time, he basked in the spotlight and paid no attention to Chen Ming, who had mediocre talent and was persuaded to withdraw from the school.
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought, now he had been rejected by Huo Qianqian, and his master was dead. He had no more ties with the Huo family. 
    

    

    
      On the other hand, the very Chen Ming he once looked down on had soared upward and, in just two years, become a Seventh Grade martial artist.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao was still stuck at Ninth Grade.
    

    

    
      And today, he was dragged by his own father to present gifts to Chen Ming. The bitterness of that experience was surely something only he could truly understand.
    

    

    
      Wen Yuantao continued speaking, “I heard that Young Master and my son entered the Huo Residence in the same year. Since you are fellow disciples, you should naturally grow closer…”
    

    

    
      “That’s enough.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cut him off. “Your son has no ties to the Huo Residence anymore, so stop calling us fellow disciples. Someone, see them out.”
    

    

    
      With that, he turned around and left without giving them a chance to speak.
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao was publicly recognized as a traitor, a turncoat of the Huo sect. 
    

    

    
      There was no way Chen Ming would let the Wen family use him to reforge that connection. 
    

    

    
      This was a matter of principle.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The Wen father and son were thrown out of the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      While Wen Zehao’s face was ashen, Wen Yuantao was full of regret. “Sigh, back then I thought once Huo Chengkun died, the Huo family would fall apart. I never imagined such a figure would emerge… If I’d known, I wouldn’t have handled things so harshly back then…”
    

    

    
      “Hao’er, how about we go visit Zhang Mingyu? After all, you two were fellow disciples for years. There’s still some sentiment between you…”
    

    

    
      Wen Zehao firmly refused, “I will not go.”
    

    

    
      He had been humiliated enough today. To go crawling to Zhang Mingyu now—he simply couldn’t do it.
    

    

    
      With a flick of his sleeve, he stormed off.
    

    

    
      “Hao’er… Hao’er…” Wen Yuantao chased after him and quickly disappeared from sight.
    

    

    
      Just then, the two happened to pass by a carriage.
    

    

    
      The carriage drove straight to the gate of the Chen Residence. 
    

    

    
      As the passenger stepped out, Old Li from the gatehouse came forward with a beaming face. “Young Master Deng, please come in.”
    

    

    
      It was Deng Ziyang.
    

    

    
      He asked, “What were those two doing here?”
    

    

    
      Old Li replied, “They claimed to be fellow disciples of the Second Master. They waited all morning. As soon as the Second Master saw them, he threw them out…”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang suddenly burst into laughter. “Who would've thought! So he ended up like this too.”
    

    

    
      He laughed heartily, for the first time in over half a year, truly joyful.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming saw him, he asked, “Why are you so happy? Something good happen?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang chuckled, “Who would've thought Wen Zehao would one day come begging to you? Heaven truly has eyes.”
    

    

    
      “You saw them?”
    

    

    
      “I did. I heard that half a year ago, the Wen family’s warehouse was looted by pirates. They suffered huge losses. Now they’re coming to you for help—it seems the Wen family can’t hold out much longer.”
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      In the courtyard, Chen Ming took a sip of wine and casually said, “Brother Deng, it just so happens I’ve got something I’d like your help investigating.”
    

    

    
      “What is it? Go ahead and say it.” Deng Ziyang was in rare high spirits and had drunk a few extra cups.
    

    

    
      “You know Wu’s Martial School, right? Do you know how the previous headmaster died?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang slapped the table and said, “You’re asking the right person. Lately, I’ve gone through quite a few old case files, and I just happened to come across that one.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming refilled his cup and asked, “So who was it that killed him?”
    

    

    
      “It was his top disciple Wu Yao, who was also his adopted son. Wu Yao always thought he’d inherit the school, but in the end, the master chose Liu Fu, who had joined the latest. Wu Yao became resentful, poisoned his master, and fled with the martial school’s secret manuals. He’s been missing ever since.”
    

    

    
      So he really was murdered by his own disciple.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming continued, “And after that? What’s the story behind the headmaster’s daughter dying suddenly on her wedding night?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang sneered, “Sudden death? That’s all fake. The truth is, the girl didn’t want to marry Liu Fu and eloped with someone else on her wedding night.”
    

    

    
      “So that’s what happened.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming downed the cup in front of him, finding the taste especially bitter going down.
    

    

    
      Now, everything finally connected.
    

    

    
      Old Liu’s life was truly tragic...
    

    

    
      His master was dead, poisoned by a disciple who was also his adopted son. He had fallen out with his other senior brothers. And in the end, the woman he loved eloped with another man.
    

    

    
      No wonder his mentality had collapsed—drinking all day, letting the martial school go to ruin.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang drained his cup, and before long, they had emptied the whole jar of wine. He finally got to the point. “I came today to say goodbye.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised. “You’re being transferred somewhere?”
    

    

    
      He shook his head and said quietly, “I’m planning to go out and roam the world.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was taken aback. “What about your position at the Six Doors Authority?”
    

    

    
      “I’m quitting.” Deng Ziyang lifted his head and drank heavily. “I’m not putting up with this bullshit anymore.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t know what to say. 
    

    

    
      All that effort to pass the martial exam, and now that he’d finally secured a post, he was just walking away?
    

    

    
      Ever since his father died, Deng Ziyang hadn’t been quite himself. Chen Ming hadn’t expected him to actually go through with such a decision.
    

    

    
      He asked solemnly, “You’ve thought it through?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang nodded firmly. “I’ve thought it through.”
    

    

    
      “Alright. No matter what you decide, I’ll support you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood that feeling all too well.
    

    

    
      In his previous life, after graduating college, he had joined a major company. 
    

    

    
      The pay was decent, but the two years he worked there were extremely painful.
    

    

    
      Eventually, after much struggle, he resolutely quit. His family didn’t understand and didn’t support him, which left him feeling deeply frustrated.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew—what Deng Ziyang needed now was someone who understood him.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang looked touched, but said nothing. He simply told the maid to bring more wine. 
    

    

    
      Tonight, they would drink until they couldn’t walk.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      The next day, Deng Ziyang left. Alone, with nothing but a bundle and a sword. He didn’t tell anyone, and no one knew where he had gone.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until two days later, when Zhuang Xiaotian came looking for Chen Ming, that he found out why Deng Ziyang had suddenly quit.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s immediate superior had always disliked him—because he came from a gang background, he was constantly being targeted and given a hard time.
    

    

    
      That day, Deng Ziyang finally snapped, lashed out at his superior, and quit on the spot.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian sighed. “Sigh… Big Brother is the kind of man who seems bold and straightforward, but deep down, he’s incredibly proud. He’s not cut out for working in the Six Doors Authority… And he didn’t want to rely on you, so he had no choice but to leave for distant lands.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew… there was one more reason.
    

    

    
      The Giant Tiger Gang was currently embroiled in internal strife. 
    

    

    
      The three brothers were already at the stage of drawing blades in their battle for the position of gang leader, throwing the entire gang into chaos and disorder.
    

    

    
      He probably couldn’t bear to see the Giant Tiger Gang become like that, so he left—out of sight, out of mind.
    

    

    
      The two of them were drinking in the courtyard again, and Zhuang Xiaotian was sitting in the very spot Deng Ziyang had occupied a few days earlier.
    

    

    
      After drinking silently for a while, Zhuang Xiaotian let out a breath of turbid air and brought up another matter. “Lately, quite a few martial artists have arrived in the city. Many young experts, all here for Lord Zhao’s martial gathering. You’d better be careful.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said with a hint of anticipation, “That’s perfect. My greatest wish in this life is to spar with the best fighters under heaven.”
    

    

    
      As long as they were weaker than him.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian shook his head. “Big Brother was right. You’re a martial arts fanatic. Oh, by the way, your Junior Sister is back—she came with the people from the Xiaoshui Sect.”
    

    

    
      Junior Sister?
    

    

    
      “You mean Huo Qianqian?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. I was assigned to guard the city gates yesterday, checking the identities of martial artists entering the city. I happened to come across a group from the Xiaoshui Sect. One of them was named Huo Qianqian. I heard others mention that she’s Master Huo’s granddaughter. That would make her your Junior Sister, right?”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, a flicker of admiration passed through Zhuang Xiaotian’s eyes. “That Xiaoshui Sect is made up entirely of female disciples. One of them is named Xiao Zhuyun—she looked like a fairy descending to the mortal realm.”
    

    

    
      It was the first time Chen Ming had heard him praise a woman like that, and it piqued his curiosity a little.
    

    

    
      In terms of beauty, Huo Qianqian definitely counted—she would be considered the flower of the department in a modern university.
    

    

    
      Zhang Xinyi and Zhong Shuyu were on a similar level.
    

    

    
      Aside from them, he hadn’t seen many truly stunning beauties.
    

    

    
      Maybe it had something to do with the circles he moved in—most of the people he interacted with were from the lower rungs of the martial world.
    

    

    
      In a wuxia novel, they’d be background characters not even worthy of a name—mostly men.
    

    

    
      Actually, there were female martial artists too, but most of them were not young. And as a man, trying to make friends with female martial artists and even spar with them—it would just seem inappropriate no matter how you looked at it.
    

    

    
      He teased, “What, fallen for her?”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian gave a self-deprecating smile. “How could I? I looked into it. She’s eighteen this year and already a Seventh Grade expert. She’s the Xiaoshui Sect head’s most favored disciple. Someone like that—how could I dare hope? I heard a bunch of noble sons from Jiangzhou are all smitten with her. Some even followed her here.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly realized, “So, she’s here for the martial gathering too?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. This is a martial gathering hosted by Commander Zhao. For sect disciples and noble heirs, it’s the perfect opportunity to make a name for themselves. Unlike us, those born into prestigious families really care about reputation.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded in understanding.
    

    

    
      When people read wuxia novels as kids, they found it silly that characters would value reputation more than life itself.
    

    

    
      But after growing up and entering the internet era, seeing how internet celebrities and influencers earned tens of millions, even hundreds of millions per year, it became clear—fame could be monetized.
    

    

    
      It was the same in ancient times, just that the methods of monetization were different.
    

    

    
      Take himself, for example. When he was at the Ninth Grade, it was extremely hard to find someone willing to spar with him. Whoever he asked, their first reaction was always to refuse.
    

    

    
      But once he reached Eighth Grade and made a name for himself through that battle at the Martial Arts School Guild, he met many like-minded individuals and gradually built up a bit of a reputation.
    

    

    
      Now that he was a Seventh Grade martial artist, it had become much easier to connect with others of the same level. Over the past few days, he had visited nearly every Seventh Grade martial artist in the city.
    

    

    
      Once he became more familiar with them, if he proposed a sparring match, at least a third would probably agree.
    

    

    
      If not for the reputation he had built up over the past year, things wouldn’t have gone nearly so smoothly.
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      The tenth day of the fifth month was an auspicious day—suitable for travel, gatherings, forming alliances, and moving into a new house.
    

    

    
      That day, the sky was clear, not a single cloud in sight—a rare fine day.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wore a brand-new blue fitted martial outfit, a long saber hanging at his waist, looking exceptionally valiant. 
    

    

    
      Exiting the main gate, he waved to his elder brother and sister-in-law inside, signaling them not to see him off, and boarded the horse-drawn carriage that had come to pick him up.
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage sat one person—it was Zhang Mingyu.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      He greeted and sat across from him.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu looked him over and praised, “Junior Brother is becoming more and more heroic.”
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother is also growing more imposing.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming politely returned the compliment.
    

    

    
      Mutual flattery in business—it was a social custom.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu said, “Junior Brother, did you know? Little Junior Sister returned a few days ago.”
    

    

    
      “I heard. She's now a disciple of the Xiaoshui Sect?”
    

    

    
      “That's right. Mistress originally came from the Xiaoshui Sect. Thanks to that connection, Little Junior Sister naturally entered the sect and is now a direct disciple of the sect leader,” Zhang Mingyu said, not without some envy in his tone.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, “I heard the Xiaoshui Sect is mainly composed of women—is that true?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu nodded. “Yes. It's said the sect's founding ancestor was a woman, and the cultivation techniques are yin-based, making them more suitable for women. They have always only accepted female disciples. However, the sect doesn’t prohibit marriage. Didn't Mistress marry Master?”
    

    

    
      “How powerful is the Xiaoshui Sect?”
    

    

    
      “It’s a first-rate sect.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled. 
    

    

    
      A first-rate sect meant that across several generations, it had produced experts of Third Grade or higher.
    

    

    
      The Xiaoshui Sect's strength suddenly became clear to him.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu recalled something and added, “Speaking of sects dominated by women, the most famous in the world has to be the Phoenix Cry Palace of Ruzhou. That sect has stood in Ruzhou for over a thousand years and has always been one of the most elite sects. Today, it's ranked among the Nine Great Sects.”
    

    

    
      “It’s said that the Phoenix Cry Palace accepts only female disciples and places women above men. Due to their influence, within Ruzhou, men are even forbidden to practice martial arts—a complete reversal of the natural order. If you ever roam the jianghu, don’t set foot in Ruzhou.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming exclaimed in surprise, “Ruzhou—isn’t that the legendary 'Women’s Province'?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu nodded. “Exactly. Since women are held in highest regard there, many people call it the 'Women’s Province.'”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had heard of this “Women’s Province” before and had always thought it was a legend. He hadn’t expected it to be real.
    

    

    
      But then again, for an all-female sect to possess such great strength, their extreme rules didn’t seem so surprising after all.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      As the two chatted, time passed without them noticing, and they soon arrived at the Governor-General’s Office.
    

    

    
      Getting off the carriage, Chen Ming saw an incredibly grand entrance gate, with two stone lions over two meters tall standing guard at either side—both appearing extremely majestic.
    

    

    
      Above the gate was a plaque inscribed with the characters “Governor-General’s Office,” in iron brush strokes with silver hooks. 
    

    

    
      Each stroke and character exuded a distinct artistic aura.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but look a few more times, and suddenly, he felt a wave of dizziness hit his head.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Zhang Mingyu reminded him from the side, “Don’t look at it—that was written by someone who has condensed ‘Intent.’ Staring too long harms the spirit.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming dared not look again. He closed his eyes and rested for a while before recovering.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a mocking voice came from the side. “Where did this country bumpkin come from? Doesn’t even know about Intent, and dares show up at the Martial Gathering?”
    

    

    
      The speaker was a young man around twenty, dressed in luxurious clothing. 
    

    

    
      The sword in his hand was inlaid with a sapphire the size of a pigeon egg—clearly an extravagant piece.
    

    

    
      The nobleman’s face was full of ridicule.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu frowned, about to speak, but Chen Ming had already said, “I am ignorant and inexperienced. Forgive me for being a laughingstock, young master.”
    

    

    
      The nobleman raised his eyebrows and said, “At least you know your place,” then entered the Governor-General’s Office with his companions ahead of them.
    

    

    
      What could have escalated into a confrontation dissipated like smoke.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu looked at him in surprise, increasingly unable to understand his junior brother.
    

    

    
      On such an important occasion, being called a country bumpkin—and yet he endured it. 
    

    

    
      Was this really the same Chen Ming who had dared to challenge the Martial Arts School Guild right after breaking through to the Eighth Grade?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming simply said, “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      He wore a calm and indifferent expression, as if the earlier incident hadn’t left the slightest mark on his heart.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu still couldn't help but say, “This is the Governor-General’s Office. No matter who it is, they wouldn’t dare to cause trouble here. Why be afraid of him?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, “Why bother stooping to his level? Come on, we’ll be late.”
    

    

    
      With that, he pulled Zhang Mingyu along and entered through the gates of the Governor-General’s Office.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Not far away, inside an unassuming carriage, a young nobleman in white chuckled and said, “So that’s Qingfeng City’s youngest Seventh Grade martial artist? What a coward.”
    

    

    
      Seated across from him was a young man in black with a cold, stern face, completely ignoring the comment.
    

    

    
      The young nobleman in white shook his head and said, “It seems that ever since that great upheaval thirty years ago, your Qingfeng City still hasn’t recovered. Among the younger generation, aside from you, there are barely any decent ones. Just look at that guy—tells you everything.”
    

    

    
      The black-clad youth remained silent, his hand gently pressing down on the sword laid across his knees. His gaze grew even deeper.
    

    

    
      The young man in white was surnamed Zhou, named Zhou Weihao. 
    

    

    
      He came from the Zhou Family of neighboring Qinglin County. 
    

    

    
      He and the black-clad youth were cousins.
    

    

    
      The cold-faced young man in black was surnamed Gu, named Gu Yuantao. He was one of the surviving members of Qingfeng City’s top family—the Gu Family. 
    

    

    
      Half a year ago, the Gu Family was nearly wiped out by pirates.
    

    

    
      Not long after, even the Gu Family’s Fourth Grade expert succumbed to his injuries. 
    

    

    
      Now, only two of the direct bloodline remained, both of whom had survived because they had been away at the time.
    

    

    
      After this devastating event, Gu Yuantao became reticent and withdrawn. 
    

    

    
      Even in front of his cousin, he rarely spoke.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was quite worried about his cousin’s condition. He would sometimes deliberately provoke him into speaking, but it rarely worked.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he suddenly spotted a familiar carriage and quickly said, “Look, it’s the Xiaoshui Sect’s carriage. Miss Xiao must be here.”
    

    

    
      He clearly saw a trace of emotion flicker in Gu Yuantao’s eyes—but still, he didn’t speak or lift his head.
    

    

    
      It’s over… Even Xiao Zhuyun couldn’t spark his interest…
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao grew more anxious inside. Just then, the Xiaoshui Sect’s carriage approached. 
    

    

    
      The curtain was lifted, revealing a strikingly beautiful face, with skin like congealed cream and a gentle fragrance like orchids.
    

    

    
      The girl appeared to be in her early twenties, a soft expression tinged with worry on her face. “Is Brother Gu in the carriage?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao quickly lifted the curtain a bit more and replied, “Greetings, Miss Xiao. My cousin is inside.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun looked apologetic. “I was shocked to hear of the Gu Family’s tragedy. I regret not being able to visit Qingfeng City to offer my condolences. I hope Brother Gu will forgive me.”
    

    

    
      A faint ripple of emotion crossed Gu Yuantao’s stern face. Still restraining himself, he finally opened his mouth. “Miss Xiao, you are most kind.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun said, “Seeing that Brother Gu is safe eases my heart. My deepest sympathies.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao then turned to his cousin and said, “Let’s go in.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun looked like she wanted to say more, but just then someone caught up to her and called out, “Miss Xiao…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao turned to look and saw that Xiao Zhuyun was being surrounded by several noble youths from Jiangzhou. 
    

    

    
      He asked his cousin Gu Yuantao, “Cousin, why do you do this to yourself?”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao’s face remained as calm as still water, as if he hadn’t heard a thing.
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      Chen Ming and the others entered the Admiral’s mansion.
    

    

    
      Led by a servant, they arrived at an immense garden, complete with pavilions, towers, rockeries, winding streams, and an open courtyard—it was indeed an ideal place for a gathering.
    

    

    
      Quite a number of people had already gathered, forming small clusters of three or four as they chatted.
    

    

    
      At a glance, Chen Ming didn’t recognize a single face.
    

    

    
      According to Zhang Mingyu, only four people in Qingfeng City were qualified to participate in this martial gathering. 
    

    

    
      Aside from the two of them, there were Gu Yuantao of the Gu Family and He Da from the Sihai Trading Company.
    

    

    
      This indicated that Qingfeng City’s younger talent pool was indeed dwindling—there were only a handful of seventh‑rank warriors under thirty.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was one more person who could have qualified: Sun Shicai. But since he held an official position, he wouldn’t take part.
    

    

    
      “Why are there so many women?” Chen Ming observed. 
    

    

    
      Among the thirty‑odd people present, more than half were women, most dressed in elegant skirts—hardly typical attire for a fight.
    

    

    
      Would they be changing clothes later?
    

    

    
      Given the habits of these wealthy families’ daughters, it wasn’t impossible.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu remarked, “Today, we’ve gathered most of the young, handsome talents from Jiangzhou. If your family had a daughter of suitable age, wouldn’t they try to get her in here?”
    

    

    
      “Oh,” Chen Ming replied, realizing they were here for matchmaking.
    

    

    
      He glanced around—and to be fair, the quality was not bad. 
    

    

    
      Two of the women stood out as particularly striking—even prettier than Huo Qianqian. 
    

    

    
      He rated them an easy 8 out of 10—they were genuine beauties.
    

    

    
      One couldn’t deny that beauties existed in this world; it was just that ordinary people rarely saw them.
    

    

    
      Coincidentally, beside one of those 8‑point beauties stood two men and another woman. 
    

    

    
      One of the men, wearing a blue robe, had been mocking Chen Ming earlier—now he pointed at him and laughed, seemingly using Chen Ming as fodder to amuse the beauty.
    

    

    
      When the beauty glanced at Chen Ming, her gaze flickered, and she hid the lower half of her face behind a fan. 
    

    

    
      It was obvious she was smiling.
    

    

    
      “Don’t look,” Zhang Mingyu whispered. “She’s the admiral’s daughter.”
    

    

    
      No wonder she was surrounded like a star at the center of the sky.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming diverted his gaze.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu pointed to another young man and said, “That’s Gu Yuantao.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing the name, Chen Ming studied the young man a bit more. 
    

    

    
      He looked severely burdened, as if afflicted by deep sorrow.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao was the legitimate heir of the Gu Family. 
    

    

    
      He wasn’t the top talent of his generation—his younger brother was more outstanding, but tragically died half a year ago.
    

    

    
      What had once been the carefree life of a noble youth abruptly collapsed overnight, with nearly his entire clan wiped out. 
    

    

    
      The weight of reviving the family fell heavily upon his shoulders.
    

    

    
      No wonder he appeared so serious.
    

    

    
      If he couldn’t let go of it, he would probably remain trapped by those burdens all his life.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming pondered this, suddenly his eyes brightened.
    

    

    
      Not just his—almost everyone present turned to look.
    

    

    
      A woman in white stood there, slender and graceful, fresh and ethereal, unforgettable.
    

    

    
      He mentally rated her an 8.5 out of 10.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was subjective—though the only flaw he noted was that she would never rate him that highly.
    

    

    
      That woman had to be Xiao Zhuyun, the peerless beauty from the Xiaoshui Sect that Zhuang Xiaotian had mentioned. 
    

    

    
      Especially since Chen Ming spotted Huo Qianqian trailing behind her.
    

    

    
      Even Huo Qianqian, herself considered a beauty, dimmed in comparison when standing behind Xiao Zhuyun.
    

    

    
      The moment Xiao Zhuyun entered, she became the focus of all eyes. 
    

    

    
      She walked toward the admiral’s daughter and said with grace, “Xiaoshui Sect’s Xiao Zhuyun, greetings to Miss Zhao.”
    

    

    
      Miss Zhao’s eyes lit up. “I’ve long heard that Sister Xiao is a national beauty. Seeing you today, Sister is even more lovely than the rumors said.”
    

    

    
      “You flatter me, Miss. You are noble and refined—this humble girl is not your match,” replied Xiao Zhuyun with modest poise.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched as the two beauties exchanged polite flattery. After a moment, they warmly clasped hands, as if they’d known each other forever.
    

    

    
      He found it amusing, thinking they were putting on quite a show.
    

    

    
      Do beauties truly recognize one another’s kindred spirits?
    

    

    
      Perhaps they genuinely felt that way, but it certainly didn’t apply between two young beauties under twenty.
    

    

    
      Most likely, the two were merely performing—to showcase their grace, generosity, and approachability to everyone.
    

    

    
      “Third Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Huo Qianqian approached Zhang Mingyu to greet him. She glanced at Chen Ming but offered no greeting.
    

    

    
      “Little Junior Sister, are you comfortable staying at the inn? Why not come home instead?” Zhang Mingyu asked, his voice tinged with a hint of reproach.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian explained, “Before we left, Master instructed that we must obey Third Senior Sister in everything. Third Senior Sister said we should stay at the inn, so I could only follow her.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu didn’t say much more but felt a pang in his heart. His little junior sister was no longer the same—as of now, she was first and foremost a disciple of the Xiaoshui Sect.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming observed from the side and sensed the distance between the two.
    

    

    
      Despite returning to Qingfeng City, Huo Qianqian refused to stay at the Huo Residence and instead went to the inn. His inference was straightforward—the “Third Senior Sister” she referred to was probably Xiao Zhuyun.
    

    

    
      She was likely worried about gossip if she lodged at the Huo Residence.
    

    

    
      After all, Zhang Mingyu was a man and still unmarried.
    

    

    
      Perhaps she was overly concerned about propriety?
    

    

    
      At that moment, Zhang Mingyu said, “This is Chen Ming—you should know him.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian only nodded.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also nodded and greeted, “Greetings, Senior Sister.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu continued, “Junior Sister didn’t know, but Fellow Disciple Chen has now reached Seventh Rank.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian was clearly surprised. Her eyes widened, her disbelief evident.
    

    

    
      “Is it hard to believe? Come to think of it, Master truly misjudged. If he had accepted not Wen Zehao but Fellow Disciple Chen back then… that old hag might not have been able to win him over.” Zhang Mingyu mentioned “Grandfather,” causing Huo Qianqian’s expression to dim.
    

    

    
      He quickly realized his mistake and didn’t know how to remedy it, so he glanced at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming spotted someone familiar and quietly said, “Senior Brother Sun has arrived.”
    

    

    
      He then noticed Huo Qianqian’s expression shift. She said, “Third Senior Brother, Senior Sister is calling me,” and departed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself: It seemed she still resented Senior Brother Sun for not attending Huo Chengkun’s funeral. 
    

    

    
      She wouldn’t even greet him.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai, dressed in cyan official robes, walked over without saluting and merely called out, “Third Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Then, his eyes, sharp as a hawk’s, landed on Chen Ming. “Fellow Disciple Chen, I heard you’ve broken through to Seventh Rank—it’s truly astonishing.”
    

    

    
      His domineering attitude was somewhat unsettling.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Thanks to your guidance, Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai offered a faint smile. “He isn’t capable of that.”
    

    

    
      His words didn’t spare Zhang Mingyu any face.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu’s expression soured, but he didn’t retort. 
    

    

    
      In this setting, if they quarreled publicly, everyone would realize the Huo Sect was fractured.
    

    

    
      So he endured.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai continued to regard Chen Ming as if trying to see through all his secrets. “I even suspect Master secretly accepted you as a disciple and passed the mantle to you.”
    

    

    
      At these words, Zhang Mingyu froze momentarily and reflexively looked toward Chen Ming.
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      Chen Ming was slightly stunned and saw that Sun Shicai's gaze was as sharp as a blade, clearly indicating that he was serious.
    

    

    
      Could it be that he suspected Huo Chengkun had passed that so-called "Sword Manual" to him?
    

    

    
      What wild imagination!
    

    

    
      Before he could speak, someone suddenly shouted, "The Governor has arrived!"
    

    

    
      Immediately, everyone in the garden quieted down and turned their eyes in the direction of the voice.
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man with a scholarly appearance stepped out. 
    

    

    
      He had three strands of beard and wore a long cyan robe, exuding the demeanor of a learned gentleman.
    

    

    
      This was none other than the current highest-ranking official of Qingfeng City, the Golden-Clad Governor of the Six Doors Authority, Zhao Shouchang, a Third Grade expert.
    

    

    
      Following behind him were three others, all dressed in plain clothes but with extraordinary bearing.
    

    

    
      One of them was the former highest officer of the Six Doors Authority in Qingfeng City, the Blue-Clad Captain Yu Xiuming. Now that Zhao Shouchang had arrived, he had naturally been demoted one rank.
    

    

    
      According to rumors, the court was extremely displeased with his failure to protect Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      It was only because of his powerful backing that he wasn't dismissed altogether. 
    

    

    
      Stripping him of the top position and keeping him in Qingfeng City was considered a form of punishment.
    

    

    
      The two standing beside Yu Xiuming were likely the newly assigned Blue-Clad Captains.
    

    

    
      By the Six Doors hierarchy, one Golden-Clad Governor commanded three Captains.
    

    

    
      Now in Qingfeng City, with one Third Grade and three Fourth Grade experts, there was no longer any need to worry about pirate invasions.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      "Greetings, Governor."
    

    

    
      Everyone stepped forward to pay respects to the top authority in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang raised his hand to signal they need not be so formal and took his seat at the main spot in the center. Stroking his beard, he smiled gently, "You all are young talents from across Jiangzhou. No need to be reserved—please, be seated."
    

    

    
      Seating had already been arranged in the garden. 
    

    

    
      Those participating in the Martial Gathering had their designated seats.
    

    

    
      As for the young ladies who had come to spectate, they stood near the nearby pavilions and corridors, watching from a distance.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Zhang Mingyu were seated at the outermost edge.
    

    

    
      This was to be expected. 
    

    

    
      Among everyone present, they had the weakest backgrounds. 
    

    

    
      Even if Huo Chengkun were still alive, he couldn't compare to the others here.
    

    

    
      They were either from prestigious families or top-tier sects.
    

    

    
      At the very least, the others were from second-tier sects.
    

    

    
      Seated with them was He Da from the Sihai Trading Company—a dark-skinned, plain-looking man.
    

    

    
      Needless to say, anyone who joined Sihai Trading likely had an ordinary background as well.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming exchanged a glance with He Da and gave a slight nod, which counted as a greeting.
    

    

    
      From the main seat, Zhao Shouchang said, "Today's Martial Gathering is a friendly exchange. I hope everyone will keep things restrained and not damage harmony. I believe everyone is eager to begin, so let us start. Who would like to go first?"
    

    

    
      As soon as he finished speaking, someone stood up and said loudly, "Governor, this junior, Tian Qiming of Dai Prefecture, volunteers to go first."
    

    

    
      This man was dressed in blue and was the same one who had mocked Chen Ming at the gate earlier.
    

    

    
      He was quite clever—by making the first move, he could leave an impression on Zhao Shouchang.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, Zhao Shouchang smiled and said, "The Tian Family of Dai Prefecture—descendants of a First Grade family. How is your practice of the 'Fuyou Sword Technique' coming along?"
    

    

    
      Hearing that the Governor knew of his family, Tian Qiming’s face beamed with pride. "This junior has practiced the sword for ten years and has a bit of talent."
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang asked, "Very good. Have you decided whom you want as your opponent?"
    

    

    
      "That one."
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming pointed into the crowd.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had heard of the rules of the Martial Gathering hosted by Governor Zhao. 
    

    

    
      Whoever stepped up first could choose their opponent. Of course, the chosen one could refuse.
    

    

    
      However, in this kind of setting, very few would decline.
    

    

    
      "That one."
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking this, he suddenly felt something was off as several gazes fell upon him.
    

    

    
      He looked up and realized that Tian Qiming was pointing at him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was slightly stunned, then it dawned on him—was he picking the softest persimmon to squeeze?
    

    

    
      Then he heard Zhao Shouchang ask, "Do you accept the challenge?"
    

    

    
      For a Third Grade expert to ask such a question—what young man would dare say “no”?
    

    

    
      Especially for a youth from an ordinary background, this was a rare opportunity.
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming had banked on exactly that, so he chose this country bumpkin who didn’t even understand “intent” as his opponent. 
    

    

    
      No doubt the guy had no proper inheritance, and his master’s cultivation wouldn’t be anything remarkable either.
    

    

    
      How could someone like that possibly be a match for him?
    

    

    
      This was his first step into the martial world and could not be lost—naturally, he had to pick the opponent he was most confident about defeating.
    

    

    
      “This junior is willing.”
    

    

    
      As expected, the boy accepted.
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming was already in position, drawing his sapphire-inlaid treasured sword.
    

    

    
      It was a gift from his grandfather when he advanced to the Seventh Grade—a blade so sharp it could slice hair.
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming of Qingfeng City, please advise.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped into the arena, cupped his fists in salute, and drew his saber—an ordinary forged steel blade.
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming sneered in his heart. 
    

    

    
      As expected of a country bumpkin, he couldn’t even afford a decent weapon.
    

    

    
      The moment he drew his sword, it gleamed like autumn water.
    

    

    
      Someone commented, “This is the best sword forged this year by the Qiu Family of Jiangzhou. Its name is ‘Hong Ying’.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, it’s from the Qiu Family. No wonder it’s such a fine sword!”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In a nearby pavilion, a female disciple of the Xiaoshui Sect noticed a worried expression on Huo Qianqian’s face and deliberately asked, “Junior Sister, who do you think will win this round?”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian respectfully replied, “Fifth Senior Sister, this junior’s cultivation is shallow and I can’t tell.”
    

    

    
      Fifth Senior Sister said, “This Chen Ming—isn’t he your grandfather’s disciple? I can see you’re quite concerned about him.”
    

    

    
      “Senior Sister is right. He did study martial arts under my grandfather.”
    

    

    
      But he wasn’t actually her grandfather’s disciple.
    

    

    
      That part, she didn’t say out loud.
    

    

    
      Fifth Senior Sister nodded and said, “To have reached Seventh Grade at such a young age, he must be quite gifted. It’s just unfortunate that he’s up against someone from the Tian Family. The Tian Family is a top-tier noble family, and the ‘Fuyou Sword Technique’ is quite extraordinary. Compared to it, your family’s ‘Five Elements Saber Technique’ falls far short.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Huo Qianqian clenched the short sword in her hand tightly.
    

    

    
      Fifth Senior Sister continued, “It’s a bit of a waste that he ended up training under your grandfather. If he had joined a sect, perhaps he could have made something of himself. As things stand, advancing to Sixth Grade in the future will likely be very difficult.”
    

    

    
      While they were speaking, the two fighters in the arena had already begun to exchange blows.
    

    

    
      Fifth Senior Sister stopped talking and focused her attention.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t every day one got to witness a sparring match between two Seventh Grade martial artists.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming wanted to make a strong impression, so his first move was a killing technique from the Fuyou Sword Technique.
    

    

    
      Fuyou Rising—
    

    

    
      Nine Thousand Miles!
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      Mid-way through his technique, the tip of a blade suddenly thrust up from an oblique angle, aiming straight for his face.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      Startled, he tried to switch moves mid-strike, but he was a beat too slow.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Taking advantage of his momentary shift, the back of the opponent’s saber smashed hard into the weakest part of his sword’s spine, and the edge of the blade swept toward his wrist.
    

    

    
      Seeing that his wrist was in danger, Tian Qiming panicked and hurriedly let go.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      That treasured sword, worth a fortune, clattered to the ground.
    

    

    
      In an instant, all color drained from Tian Qiming’s face—he was stunned on the spot.
    

    

    
      The scene fell silent—one could hear a pin drop.
    

    

    
      No one had expected that Tian Qiming, with his prestigious background, would lose in a single move.
    

    

    
      In the nearby pavilion, the confident smile on Fifth Senior Sister’s face froze. 
    

    

    
      She had just confidently declared that Chen Ming was no match for Tian Qiming.
    

    

    
      Yet Tian Qiming couldn’t even take a single blow.
    

    

    
      “Thank you for letting me win.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cupped his fists and said lightly.
    

    

    
      “No!”
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming finally snapped out of it and shouted, “That didn’t count just now…”
    

    

    
      He couldn’t accept the fact that he had been defeated like this.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even had the chance to show his full strength.
    

    

    
      That guy had used trickery!
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      “Shut up. A loss is a loss. Where do you think you're going with these excuses?”
    

    

    
      Standing nearby as the referee was a blue-clad constable surnamed Wu. 
    

    

    
      Seeing that Tian Qiming was unwilling to accept defeat and making a scene in front of the Governor, he immediately barked a reprimand.
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming naturally dared not argue with a Fourth Grade expert from the Six Doors. Though his heart burned with resentment, he did not dare utter another word.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang spoke in a calm tone, “You were too careless when facing an opponent whose strength was unknown. I hope you’ll learn from this lesson in the future.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming’s eyes were bloodshot. 
    

    

    
      It took all his strength just to squeeze out that single word through clenched teeth.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming spoke up. “Sir, since Brother Tian is not convinced, I’m willing to spar with him again.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang looked at him in slight surprise, then smiled. “Since you’ve agreed, there’s no reason to refuse.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Sir.”
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming was utterly overjoyed, as though a new path had opened before him. He had unexpectedly secured a chance to redeem himself.
    

    

    
      He stared at his opponent with eyes that seemed ready to burst into flames.
    

    

    
      Although this second match was granted because of the opponent’s request, he felt no gratitude. 
    

    

    
      On the contrary, a surge of uncontrollable rage welled up within him.
    

    

    
      This meant the other party hadn’t taken him seriously at all.
    

    

    
      “You dare look down on me!”
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming took a deep breath, picked up the weapon from the ground, and assumed his stance. “This time, I won’t be careless again.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV33 enemy. Gained 500 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Seeing the notification vanish before his eyes, Chen Ming felt a surge of satisfaction.
    

    

    
      This was the highest single amount of experience he had earned so far—and it was won with such ease.
    

    

    
      From the moment the opponent made his first move, Chen Ming knew he was a noob.
    

    

    
      Perhaps the sword technique he had learned was advanced, but a noob was still a noob—too focused on being flashy, leaving himself wide open. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had spotted the flaw instantly and defeated him in a single strike.
    

    

    
      The opponents Chen Ming had faced in the past were mostly seasoned veterans who would never make such rookie mistakes.
    

    

    
      On the contrary, these high-born disciples with stronger cultivation often seemed a bit foolish.
    

    

    
      If only all of them were like this.
    

    

    
      So, when Tian Qiming stubbornly claimed the last match didn’t count, Chen Ming had volunteered to fight him again.
    

    

    
      Another match meant another batch of experience points—he couldn’t be more willing.
    

    

    
      “Please!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming once again allowed Tian Qiming to make the first move.
    

    

    
      This time, Tian Qiming was much more cautious.
    

    

    
      He used the move “Wild Geese Descend on Flat Sand,” with one part offense and nine parts defense. 
    

    

    
      He didn’t aim to win but rather to avoid mistakes, leaving no openings for the opponent.
    

    

    
      He finally remembered his master’s teachings—when fighting someone for the first time, one must first probe the opponent’s style.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled faintly. 
    

    

    
      Pressing down with the saber in his hand, he charged straight at the opponent’s sword.
    

    

    
      Clang! 
    

    

    
      A solid impact rang out as their weapons collided.
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming’s arm was numbed by the force, and he quickly changed moves.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming slashed again—no tricks, just brute force—forcing the opponent into direct confrontation.
    

    

    
      Although Tian Qiming was three levels higher than him, Chen Ming’s saber was heavy, while his sword was light. 
    

    

    
      In a head-on clash, Chen Ming held a significant advantage.
    

    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang!…
    

    

    
      After five or six strikes, Tian Qiming’s arm had gone almost completely numb. His tiger’s mouth had split open, and he could no longer endure the exchange. 
    

    

    
      He started dodging left and right in a panic, looking increasingly disheveled.
    

    

    
      By the tenth move, he had nowhere left to dodge. His sword was knocked from his hand, and the tip of Chen Ming’s saber was already at his chest, stopping abruptly just a foot away.
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming’s face turned deathly pale, and his legs weakened. 
    

    

    
      For a brief moment, he thought he was done for.
    

    

    
      “Thanks for letting me win.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming withdrew his saber and returned to his original position.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Constable Wu asked in a deep voice, “Tian Qiming, after this loss, are you convinced?”
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming’s lips trembled. He looked somewhat dazed as he replied, “Yes…”
    

    

    
      This time, he had been completely suppressed from start to finish, without any chance to fight back. 
    

    

    
      No matter how unwilling he was in his heart, he couldn’t utter a word of denial.
    

    

    
      【You have once again defeated an LV33 enemy. Gained 250 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Upon seeing the prompt appear, Chen Ming respectfully saluted both Constable Wu and Zhao Shouchang, then returned to his seat.
    

    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    

    
      Sitting beside him, Zhang Mingyu whispered a word of praise.
    

    

    
      Among everyone present, he was the only one who had confidence in Chen Ming’s strength. 
    

    

    
      He believed that Chen Ming was not much weaker than these noble disciples.
    

    

    
      But unexpectedly, he had underestimated him—Chen Ming’s strength was actually this formidable, utterly overpowering Tian Qiming without giving him a chance to retaliate. 
    

    

    
      The victory had been effortless.
    

    

    
      His junior had made a name for himself in front of so many people. 
    

    

    
      As his senior brother, Zhang Mingyu felt proud as well.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At the pavilion.
    

    

    
      Among the Xiaoshui Sect’s female disciples, the Fifth Senior Sister—who had earlier confidently declared that Chen Ming would undoubtedly lose—now nonchalantly remarked, “Junior Sister, your grandfather’s disciple has impressive saber skills. Quite rare.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for the praise, Senior Sister.”
    

    

    
      A faint and nearly imperceptible smile crossed Huo Qianqian’s face.
    

    

    
      Several other female disciples nearby were holding back their laughter. 
    

    

    
      They all knew that Fifth Senior Sister was just putting on a brave front to save face after her earlier embarrassment.
    

    

    
      Fifth Senior Sister’s face stiffened. 
    

    

    
      Having suffered such a loss of face, she shut her mouth and dared not offer any more comments.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian’s gaze involuntarily drifted to Chen Ming, who sat in a corner. 
    

    

    
      She recalled how, over a year ago, she had sparred with him more than ten times. 
    

    

    
      Back then, he wasn’t even a martial artist.
    

    

    
      And now, he was already at the Seventh Grade. 
    

    

    
      Even the so-called well-established noble disciples praised by her Senior Sister couldn’t match him.
    

    

    
      Looking back on those past days evoked a complex mix of emotions.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At that moment, Constable Wu asked, “Who will go for the second match?”
    

    

    
      “I will!”
    

    

    
      A voice rang out. A burly man stepped forward. “Wang Ruisheng from Tianhai County, greetings, Sir.”
    

    

    
      Over at the pavilion, one of the Xiaoshui Sect’s female disciples said, “The Wang Family from Tianhai County once produced a Second Grade martial artist. Though they’d been in decline for nearly a century, in recent years they’ve produced two Third Grade fighters in a row. Their influence is currently on the rise.”
    

    

    
      “I remember, the Wang Family has some longstanding grudge with the Tian Family from Dai Prefecture…”
    

    

    
      As they spoke, Wang Ruisheng declared, “I wish to challenge that Chen Ming from earlier.”
    

    

    
      The moment he said this, everyone present was stunned. 
    

    

    
      They didn’t understand why he was insisting on challenging someone who had just fought a match.
    

    

    
      After all, the opponent had just finished a fight and would be somewhat drained. Challenging him now seemed a bit underhanded.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a female disciple from the Xiaoshui Sect clapped her hands and exclaimed excitedly, “I get it! If he defeats Chen Ming, wouldn’t that prove his strength far exceeds Tian Qiming’s?”
    

    

    
      So that’s what it was!
    

    

    
      Many people, hearing her words, suddenly understood.
    

    

    
      Just as Constable Wu was about to speak, Chen Ming had already stood up and said, “Sir, I accept his challenge.”
    

    

    
      Constable Wu glanced at him and nodded. “Very well.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “That bastard!”
    

    

    
      Back in the field, Tian Qiming—already frustrated by losing to an unknown nobody—now felt like he had swallowed a fly.
    

    

    
      The feud between the Tian and Wang families went back more than a decade.
    

    

    
      Recently, however, the Wang Family had been growing stronger. 
    

    

    
      The two families had clashed several times, each suffering losses. 
    

    

    
      Last year, both sides held negotiations and agreed to a ceasefire.
    

    

    
      That was why he hadn’t challenged Wang Ruisheng earlier.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought Wang Ruisheng would stoop so low as to challenge the very man who had just defeated him—Chen Ming?
    

    

    
      What was this supposed to be?
    

    

    
      Tian Qiming found himself torn. 
    

    

    
      One was the new enemy who had just defeated him. 
    

    

    
      The other was a hereditary enemy. He didn’t even know who he wanted to win anymore.
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      “You’re truly useless.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai stood a short distance away. 
    

    

    
      Watching as Tian Qiming lasted only ten moves under Chen Ming’s hand, he cursed inwardly.
    

    

    
      He was undoubtedly the one paying the closest attention to Chen Ming in the arena, eager to witness the boy’s martial prowess firsthand.
    

    

    
      Soon after, another person stepped forward, calling out to challenge Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai was delighted.
    

    

    
      This time, the challenger—a youth named Wang Ruisheng—was clearly much stronger than that previous good-for-nothing.
    

    

    
      The two quickly exchanged blows—one wielding a saber, the other a sword.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai narrowed his eyes, watching every move Chen Ming made. 
    

    

    
      The more he watched, the darker his expression grew, until his teeth were grinding audibly.
    

    

    
      He had trained in the Five Elements Saber Technique for over ten years, so it was easy for him to spot that what Chen Ming was using differed greatly from what their master had taught.
    

    

    
      “That old bastard would rather pass the mantle to an outsider than to me.”
    

    

    
      Hatred churned in Sun Shicai’s heart.
    

    

    
      He considered himself the most talented and determined among his fellow disciples.
    

    

    
      The eldest senior brother was rigid and old-fashioned.
    

    

    
      The second senior sister had lost all interest in martial arts after getting married.
    

    

    
      The third senior brother was weak-willed and useless.
    

    

    
      The fifth was a goody-two-shoes, afraid to offend anyone.
    

    

    
      The sixth was a fool who, driven by love, had actually gone off to become a pirate.
    

    

    
      The seventh was a complete wastrel with no sense of propriety.
    

    

    
      Only he was truly worthy of inheriting their master's legacy and carrying forward the sect’s teachings.
    

    

    
      Yet that old bastard had refused to even look him in the eye and, in the end, passed the mantle to a fool with neither talent nor brains.
    

    

    
      No wonder Sun Shicai was so resentful.
    

    

    
      After all, back when Chen Ming was living at the Huo Residence, he had trained under Sun Shicai’s supervision. 
    

    

    
      No one understood better than him just what kind of material this boy was.
    

    

    
      His aptitude was lacking, and his comprehension was mediocre.
    

    

    
      By all reasoning, with Chen Ming’s abilities, even with great effort, he wouldn’t have reached the Ninth Grade before the age of thirty.
    

    

    
      And yet, in just a few short years, the boy was already at the Seventh Grade!
    

    

    
      His cultivation was nearly catching up to his own.
    

    

    
      If there was nothing fishy going on, he’d never believe it, not even if beaten to death.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai’s first thought was that their master had indeed passed the sect’s legacy down to this boy.
    

    

    
      He had long known that their master, Huo Chengkun, had a secret inheritance he had never given to any of his seven disciples.
    

    

    
      He also knew that their master’s cultivation had not been limited to the Sixth Grade. 
    

    

    
      In fact, he had once reached the Fourth Grade but had regressed due to a severe internal injury…
    

    

    
      These thoughts darkened Sun Shicai’s gaze even further.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the two in the arena had already determined the outcome.
    

    

    
      After over seventy moves, Chen Ming narrowly defeated Wang Ruisheng by a single move.
    

    

    
      Of course, with Sun Shicai’s experienced eyes, it was clear that Chen Ming had been holding back throughout the fight, allowing it to drag on this long.
    

    

    
      This boy was no fool—he understood the importance of letting others save face.
    

    

    
      Judging from Wang Ruisheng’s expression, he appeared somewhat grateful as well.
    

    

    
      “However, why did this boy go so hard on that Tian Qiming earlier?”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai felt a twinge of doubt in his heart.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV35 enemy. Gained 700 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at the notification that popped up and cupped his hands. “Thanks for letting me win.”
    

    

    
      Though the fight had looked intense, compared to the opponents he faced back when he was still at the Eighth Grade, Wang Ruisheng was still a greenhorn—not much stronger than Tian Qiming.
    

    

    
      In real combat, experience was crucial.
    

    

    
      Though both of these noble-born youths had high cultivation, they lacked practical experience.
    

    

    
      Had he chosen to go all out, he could have taken Wang Ruisheng’s life in under ten moves.
    

    

    
      He simply had no personal grudge against Wang Ruisheng, so there was no need to make him lose too miserably.
    

    

    
      After three matches, he had accumulated a total of 1,450 experience points.
    

    

    
      Since breaking through to the Seventh Grade, he hadn’t sparred with any of his old opponents. 
    

    

    
      These days, he could only “bully” the students who came to him for martial arts enlightenment.
    

    

    
      Over the past six months, Chen Ming had also discovered something unexpected—when facing an Eighth Grade martial artist, if he defeated them twice in one day, he could gain experience points both times. 
    

    

    
      It wasn’t limited to once per day like before.
    

    

    
      He had tested it against a Ninth Grade martial artist as well. When he defeated them twice in a short span, he gained no experience the second time.
    

    

    
      It seemed to be a hidden mechanism: one gain per day from a Ninth Grade opponent, two for an Eighth Grade, and presumably three for a Seventh Grade. 
    

    

    
      And so on.
    

    

    
      Wang Ruisheng also cupped his hands politely and said, “Thank you, Brother, for holding back.”
    

    

    
      Compared to Tian Qiming’s humiliating defeat, he could accept this outcome.
    

    

    
      Though he lost, the comparison made it obvious to anyone that he was far stronger than Tian Qiming.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Zhao Shouchang spoke, offering praise: “Chen Ming’s saber technique has already reached a refined level. At his age, to achieve such mastery is truly impressive.”
    

    

    
      Everyone present straightened slightly upon hearing the Inspector’s evaluation.
    

    

    
      “Reached a refined level!”
    

    

    
      That was already very high praise.
    

    

    
      Several individuals who had previously looked down on Chen Ming due to their own strength now reevaluated him with more serious expressions.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming responded humbly, “You flatter me, sir. This junior dares not accept such praise.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang asked, “Who taught you your saber technique?”
    

    

    
      “This junior once trained under Elder Huo.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yu Xiuming, seated beside him, leaned over and whispered something—probably telling Zhao Shouchang who Elder Huo was.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang nodded and said, “You must train diligently in the future. Don’t let your talent go to waste.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      Amidst a variety of admiring and jealous gazes, Chen Ming returned to his seat.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The Martial Gathering continued.
    

    

    
      The third person to stand was a handsome young man, who declared, “Qin Jinlin from Jiangzhou wishes to challenge Junior Sister Xiao from the Xiaoshui Sect.”
    

    

    
      His expression was full of tender affection. 
    

    

    
      He didn’t look like he had come for a duel—more like he was confessing his feelings in public.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun stood gracefully and responded, “Very well. I’ve long wanted to learn from Brother Qin.”
    

    

    
      The two stood facing each other, their robes flowing, looking every bit like a perfect couple.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming observed Qin Jinlin with great interest.
    

    

    
      In the martial world, when one introduced themselves with a prefix like a prefecture name, it signified something. 
    

    

    
      A noble family that could use a prefecture name—such as Dai Prefecture’s Tian Qiming earlier—was already notable.
    

    

    
      But in Jiangzhou, being able to prefix your name with “Jiangzhou” meant your family was one of the few top-tier clans in the entire province.
    

    

    
      The Qin Family was one of them.
    

    

    
      These top-tier families always had supreme experts guarding them.
    

    

    
      What the world referred to as “supreme experts” were those who surpassed the First Grade.
    

    

    
      “Please, Junior Sister.”
    

    

    
      Qin Jinlin displayed the grace of a gentleman.
    

    

    
      “Brother Qin, be careful.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun reminded him gently, then thrust her sword forward. Her movement was light and elegant, pleasing to the eye. It was the Yaoguang Sword Technique of the Xiaoshui Sect.
    

    

    
      Qin Jinlin smiled faintly, twirled his sword into a flourish, and met her attack.
    

    

    
      He was undoubtedly showing off, the flashes of his sword dazzling the audience.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, “So not all noble young masters are useless.”
    

    

    
      Qin Jinlin’s sword technique wasn’t just flashy—it was powerful as well. 
    

    

    
      Clearly a high-level sword art.
    

    

    
      His mastery of the sword was considerable. From the way he moved with ease, he wasn’t even using his full strength.
    

    

    
      This was definitely a formidable opponent.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head inwardly, giving up any thought of challenging him.
    

    

    
      Compared to such technically proficient fighters, he much preferred bullying rookies.
    

    

    
      The man and woman, one wielding a sword like a swimming dragon, the other light as a startled swan, made for an entrancing sight. No one wanted to blink.
    

    

    
      Finally, after more than thirty moves, Xiao Zhuyun suddenly withdrew from the fight, panting slightly. “Brother Qin’s swordsmanship is astonishing. I concede.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Junior Sister.”
    

    

    
      Qin Jinlin sheathed his sword and smiled.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t sure if it was his imagination, but he felt the man’s gaze briefly flick toward him.
    

    

    
      Then, Zhao Shouchang spoke up. “Qin Jinlin’s ‘Swimming Dragon Sword Technique’ has already captured three of its essences. Brother Qin has truly raised an outstanding son.”
    

    

    
      His tone was warm, like that of a senior praising a junior from his own family.
    

    

    
      Qin Jinlin did not dare be complacent and replied respectfully, “Uncle Zhao, please forgive me. I arrived in a hurry last night and didn’t get the chance to visit your residence beforehand. I hope you won’t hold it against me.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang laughed. “I’m already glad that you came. How could I blame you? Since you’re here, you must stay for a few more days. It’s been two years since you saw Yan’er and Xian’er, hasn’t it? You must catch up with them.”
    

    

    
      “Since our last parting, I’ve missed little sister Yan’er and brother Xian dearly.”
    

    

    
      The others in attendance felt frustrated listening to their conversation.
    

    

    
      Qin Jinlin not only had an illustrious background and outstanding strength, but also shared such close ties with Governor Zhao.
    

    

    
      How was anyone supposed to compete with that?
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      Following that, two more talented young men bearing the prefix “of a certain family in Jiangzhou” stepped forward, each selecting an opponent, and both displayed strength far surpassing the others.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang also addressed these two as “virtuous nephews” and exchanged some pleasantries with them.
    

    

    
      With the stunning performances of these three, the ones who followed seemed far less impressive by comparison.
    

    

    
      Sitting at a corner, Chen Ming understood by now that this Martial Gathering was actually a stage designed for the elite scions of prestigious families to show off their abilities.
    

    

    
      Just by watching the reactions of the young ladies observing from the side, it was clear—they would spread word of those three young masters’ impressive performances through their own circles.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, this was a showcase. 
    

    

    
      The stars were those three. 
    

    

    
      Jumping in to steal the spotlight would only make oneself appear ignorant.
    

    

    
      “So this is the Great Jin Dynasty… not much different from the ancient Jin dynasty. The class hierarchy is just too rigid,” Chen Ming thought.
    

    

    
      Even someone like Zhao Shouchang, many praised him for supporting the younger generation. 
    

    

    
      As for the others—well, one could only imagine.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, the Martial Gathering came to an end.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t get a fourth chance to step onto the stage. 
    

    

    
      These noble scions weren’t fools—knowing they couldn’t win, of course they wouldn’t challenge him. 
    

    

    
      They chose opponents they had better odds against.
    

    

    
      Even those quite confident in their strength wouldn’t risk it in a setting like this.
    

    

    
      Even someone as arrogant as Tian Qiming—if given another chance—would never have provoked this saber-wielding country bumpkin.
    

    

    
      Among everyone present, nearly all had a chance to go on stage. 
    

    

    
      Only one exception: Gu Yuantao. 
    

    

    
      He refused others’ challenges and never stepped forward to challenge anyone. 
    

    

    
      He simply sat there in silence until the gathering ended.
    

    

    
      Then, the three young masters from noble families were kept behind by Zhao Shouchang. 
    

    

    
      Everyone else left on their own.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already expected this outcome and wasn’t particularly disappointed. 
    

    

    
      He left with the rest.
    

    

    
      Once they got onto the carriage, Zhang Mingyu voiced his indignation on Chen Ming’s behalf. “I didn’t expect Governor Zhao to also be one who judges based on family status. I truly misjudged him. Junior Brother, your strength is by no means inferior to those three. They just happened to be born into the right families.”
    

    

    
      Being born into the right family was a skill of its own.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, then instead comforted him, “To have witnessed so many martial skills today—I’m already very satisfied. If Lord Zhao deems me worthy, it’s my good fortune. If not, then it only means I’ve yet to meet his standards…”
    

    

    
      Just as he was speaking, a gentle girl’s voice came from outside. “Is this Chen Ming’s carriage?”
    

    

    
      The voice was unfamiliar—one he’d never heard before.
    

    

    
      “It is,” he replied.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Zhang Mingyu exchanged a glance. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming answered, opened the carriage door, and was taken aback.
    

    

    
      From the window of a neighboring carriage, a delicate face peeked out. It was none other than Zhao Shouchang’s daughter—that girl who’d scored an eight out of ten.
    

    

    
      “Miss Zhao?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan looked him over. Her dark eyes held a trace of satisfaction. “You’re not bad. If you had dared to utter even a single word of complaint just now, you would’ve missed out on an opportunity.”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she took out something and tossed it over. “My father sees that you have considerable talent in the saber and specially asked me to deliver this saber manual to you. You must train diligently and not disappoint his good intentions.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming received it with both hands and gratefully said, “A gift from an elder—I dare not refuse. I’ll shamelessly accept it.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan nodded slightly, then cast a glance at Zhang Mingyu. “My father didn’t keep you behind for good reason. Do you understand?”
    

    

    
      “When a tree stands out in the forest, the wind will surely break it. I deeply appreciate the lord’s protective intent.”
    

    

    
      “As long as you understand.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Zhao Xiyan let down the curtain with satisfaction. 
    

    

    
      The coachman quickly drove the carriage away.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu patted his chest with lingering fear. “That daughter of Lord Zhao is really something. Sigh… it’s my fault. I almost made you miss an opportunity. My big mouth…”
    

    

    
      “You were standing up for me, Senior Brother. How could I blame you?”
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming spoke, he looked at the saber manual in his hands, which still carried a faint fragrance. 
    

    

    
      On the cover were the four characters: Thunderclap Saber Technique.
    

    

    
      He felt a bit regretful. 
    

    

    
      What a pity—it wasn’t a cultivation method.
    

    

    
      What he needed now was a cultivation method capable of reaching the Sixth Grade, not a saber technique.
    

    

    
      But he couldn’t exactly go find Zhao Shouchang and ask to exchange it for a different manual.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu looked at the saber manual in his hand and said enviously, “That Lord Zhao truly lives up to his reputation—always known for supporting the younger generation. This saber technique must be a second-rate technique.”
    

    

    
      In the martial world, people habitually categorized martial arts techniques. 
    

    

    
      Third-rate saber techniques were suited for third-rate martial artists.
    

    

    
      Naturally, second-rate saber techniques were designed for second-rate experts—those of Sixth Grade and above.
    

    

    
      That was because martial artists in these three tiers had fundamental differences.
    

    

    
      The distinction between second-rate and third-rate martial artists lay in—true qi.
    

    

    
      The Five Elements Saber Technique belonged to the third-rate category. Once a martial artist reached the Sixth Grade, this technique became inadequate, unable to unleash the true power of qi.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “If Senior Brother wishes to learn it, we can study it together.”
    

    

    
      “No, that won’t do. This was gifted to you by Lord Zhao. Without his permission, how could I possibly learn it?”
    

    

    
      Clearly, Zhang Mingyu was tempted but still declined rationally.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming then put the saber manual away and solemnly said, “This favor from Lord Zhao—I shall repay it one day.”
    

    

    
      Once he reached the Second Grade, or even First Grade, he would return the gesture with a top-tier saber manual.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming!”
    

    

    
      The carriage had not gone far before someone stopped them again—this time, it was a man’s voice.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming once more opened the carriage door, quite surprised to see that the one who halted them was Gu Yuantao.
    

    

    
      He asked, “Brother Gu, what guidance do you have in stopping my carriage?”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao’s stern face showed no expression as he said calmly, “I regret not being able to witness your saber technique today. I would like to visit and spar with you another day—would that be agreeable?”
    

    

    
      Such a good thing?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes lit up. “It would be my honor.”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao gave him a deep look and said, “How about tomorrow?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “Then I shall await your esteemed visit at home tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Inside the Gu Family’s carriage.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao curiously looked at his cousin Gu Yuantao, who remained unmoved, and finally couldn’t help asking, “Why are you interested in this man? His saber skills are rather seasoned—you might not be his match.”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao replied calmly, “He can serve as a whetstone for me, to help refine my sword technique.”
    

    

    
      “So that’s your plan. Makes sense. At your current pace, it’ll take at least two years before you reach the Sixth Grade. Perfect time to polish your swordsmanship. When the time comes, I’ll go with you to assist.”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao did not refuse.
    

    

    
      He knew his cousin meant well.
    

    

    
      After all, that man named Chen Ming—who knew whether he could be trusted?
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      By the time Chen Ming returned home, it was already afternoon.
    

    

    
      Gatekeeper Old Li reported, “Second Young Master, two men came by today asking to see you. They said they’re from Wu’s Martial School. Their master is an acquaintance of yours. Would you like to see them?”
    

    

    
      What are Old Liu’s two disciples looking for me for?
    

    

    
      A sense of unease rose in his heart. “Take me to them.”
    

    

    
      Old Liu’s two disciples were both about fourteen or fifteen years old—one chubby, one skinny—wearing coarse linen garments, sitting properly in the side hall awaiting him.
    

    

    
      “Young Master Chen.”
    

    

    
      When they saw Chen Ming, the two quickly stood up and saluted.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Why have you come looking for me? Where’s your master?”
    

    

    
      “A few days ago, Master said he had to travel far. He told us to come see you today and deliver this letter.”
    

    

    
      The chubby disciple took a letter from his chest.
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      Chen Ming tore open the letter in front of the two boys, his face somber as he read it through.
    

    

    
      Old Liu had written that he had something he absolutely had to do and was entrusting his two disciples to Brother Chen.
    

    

    
      If he did not return within two months, then Chen should erect a cenotaph beside his master’s grave. 
    

    

    
      At that time, Wu’s Martial School would be given to Brother Chen.
    

    

    
      “So he really went.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed inwardly, unable to describe how he felt.
    

    

    
      In fact, after that young nobleman came to Wu’s Martial School to provoke them, Chen had already sensed something based on Old Liu’s reaction afterward.
    

    

    
      At today’s Martial Gathering, he had seen that nobleman again. 
    

    

    
      The man claimed to be from Gu Prefecture and bore the surname He. 
    

    

    
      He also came from an aristocratic family with a third-grade expert guarding it.
    

    

    
      Old Liu going to the He family to take revenge on the man who had stolen his fiancée years ago was no different from suicide.
    

    

    
      He clearly understood this himself, which was why he entrusted his two disciples to Chen Ming, even leaving a final letter and making arrangements for his own aftermath.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming held the “final letter” in his hand and asked the two teenagers in coarse linen clothes standing before him, “Do you know what Old Liu went to do?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      Both of them shook their heads blankly, knowing nothing about it.
    

    

    
      In their memory, their master was incredibly lazy. 
    

    

    
      Ever since they had joined the martial school, they had never seen him leave it even once.
    

    

    
      A few days ago, when he suddenly said he was going out to handle something, they were very surprised but didn’t dare ask.
    

    

    
      That was just how their master-disciple relationship worked.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “He entrusted you two to me. From today on, you’ll be staying here with me.”
    

    

    
      He felt like his place was turning into a shelter—everyone kept leaving people in his care.
    

    

    
      Hong Mingquan had done it.
    

    

    
      So had Uncle Rui from Li Jinchuan’s side.
    

    

    
      And now Old Liu had left his disciples with him too.
    

    

    
      The two boys looked troubled. “But… this place is too far from the restaurant. The trip takes too long.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was puzzled. “Restaurant? What are you doing there?”
    

    

    
      “We’re working as helpers. When Master left, he took all the money we’d saved over the past two years.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally understood why Old Liu had left his disciples with him. 
    

    

    
      It must’ve been a final pang of conscience, realizing how much he had wronged them over the years.
    

    

    
      “From now on, you don’t need to work at that restaurant anymore. I’ll provide your meals here.”
    

    

    
      The two teenagers looked at each other, feeling lost and unsure of how to respond.
    

    

    
      Seeing their confusion, Chen Ming added, “Your master said you’re to help me out here. Food and lodging are covered, plus five taels of silver per month.”
    

    

    
      Their eyes lit up instantly. “Really?”
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, now Li Jinchuan and Hong Zilin finally had some company.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “This is Wu A-da, and this is Liu A-er. From now on, they’ll be living with us.”
    

    

    
      At the dinner table, Chen Ming introduced the new members of the household.
    

    

    
      Both were orphans taken in by Old Liu—one took his father-in-law’s surname, and the other took his own. In a way, they carried on the incense offerings of two families.
    

    

    
      “In that case, let me give you proper names.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said to the two of them, “You’ll be called Wu Bofu. And you, Liu Zhongda.”
    

    

    
      He couldn’t be bothered to come up with original names, so he just borrowed names from Earth. Since the surnames were different, it wasn’t too offensive.
    

    

    
      Now, the household included himself, his eldest brother’s family of four, and Li Jinchuan who lived with them.
    

    

    
      Plus Hong Zilin, who came every day to mooch food and only returned home at night.
    

    

    
      They could just fill one table.
    

    

    
      Sister-in-law Madam Wei already knew about their background and sympathized with them. 
    

    

    
      Seeing how they ate with their heads down, only picking from the single dish in front of them, she added several large pieces of beef to their bowls and said kindly, “No need to be so reserved. Treat this place as your own home, alright?”
    

    

    
      The two adolescent boys had never received such warmth. 
    

    

    
      Seeing the beautiful and dignified hostess looking at them with motherly affection, their eyes instantly reddened and their throats tightened with emotion.
    

    

    
      Madam Wei said to Chen Ming, “I heard Ah Ming was quite impressive at the Governor’s Office today, winning three matches in a row. Now, everyone’s saying you’re the top saber wielder among the younger generation in Qingfeng City. Even the Governor himself praised you.”
    

    

    
      News certainly traveled fast—even his sister-in-law, a woman who lived deep in the inner chambers, had already heard.
    

    

    
      It seemed she had climbed up the social ladder of the ladies’ circle as well.
    

    

    
      The first-hand information from the Governor’s Office must have come from those noble ladies present at the event.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head. “It’s all been exaggerated. I’ve only just broken through to the Seventh Grade. In terms of cultivation, I’m still not as good as others.”
    

    

    
      Having spent so much time with him, Madam Wei understood his personality well. She knew he was being modest. She continued, “I heard there were three noble young men from Jiangzhou. Not only are they handsome and elegant, but their swordsmanship is also excellent. Some gossipers even dubbed them the ‘Three White-Clad Swords.’”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Well, these guys really knew how to market themselves—coming up with a flashy nickname to tie themselves together and boost their fame.
    

    

    
      At least in Qingfeng City, the three of them had become famous.
    

    

    
      Now that he thought about it, all three were indeed dressed in white. Who knew if it had been coordinated beforehand?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t sure what to make of it.
    

    

    
      Madam Wei, on the other hand, seemed to think it unfair. “In terms of strength, Ah Ming, you’re definitely not inferior to those three. You even won three rounds. Why weren’t you included?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed. “I’m just a saber user—how could I be lumped in with them? Besides, they’re noble young masters. I wouldn’t dare to climb that high.”
    

    

    
      He had no desire to be associated with those three. If people actually gave them some nickname like the Four Talents or something, it might become a stain on his reputation a few years down the line, something for his opponents to mock.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Early the next morning, Chen Ming was fully prepared, having adjusted his state of mind, waiting for Gu Yuantao to arrive.
    

    

    
      “The carriage has arrived!”
    

    

    
      When Chunxiang came to report, he went to the entrance himself. To his surprise, the carriage in front looked very familiar—it seemed to be Zhang Mingyu’s.
    

    

    
      “What are they doing here together?”
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking this, he saw Zhang Mingyu stepping down from the first carriage. What caught him off guard was the occupants of the second carriage.
    

    

    
      Two women he recognized.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun and Huo Qianqian.
    

    

    
      “What are they doing here?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was momentarily stunned.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu looked puzzled and asked, “Junior Brother, did you already know we were coming?”
    

    

    
      I really didn’t.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming remained composed and said, “Your visit brings great honor to my humble abode. Please, come in.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun wore a light green long dress that highlighted her delicate beauty and grace. She gave a gentle curtsey and said, “Forgive us for intruding so suddenly, Young Master.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “It’s an honor to have you here, Miss. I could never be offended. Please, come in.”
    

    

    
      He led the three of them inside.
    

    

    
      Once they were seated, he got straight to the point. “May I ask what brings Miss Xiao to visit me today?”
    

    

    
      As the saying goes, no one visits the temple without a reason.
    

    

    
      There was no way this woman came without a motive.
    

    

    
      From what he had observed yesterday, this woman—by far the most beautiful he had seen in this world—was anything but simple.
    

    

    
      At the Martial Gathering, she seemed to know almost everyone. Not only did Qin Jinlin show interest in her, but one of the “Three Young Masters” was also hanging around her.
    

    

    
      Besides those two, several others seemed to be quite enamored with her as well.
    

    

    
      Back then, he had already labeled her in his mind: social butterfly!
    

    

    
      What business could a woman like that possibly have with him?
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      Xiao Zhuyun glanced at the two dark-skinned maids behind Chen Ming and said, “This concerns a confidential matter. May I ask you to dismiss your attendants, Young Master?”
    

    

    
      Oh?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming first looked at Zhang Mingyu. 
    

    

    
      Seeing no reaction from him, his curiosity only grew. 
    

    

    
      He waved his hand, instructing Chunxiang and Xiaxiang to guard outside and not let anyone approach the parlor.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun spoke startlingly, “Young Master, do you know that you are already in grave danger?”
    

    

    
      Such tricks naturally couldn’t scare Chen Ming. He replied with a sincere expression, “Please enlighten me, Miss.”
    

    

    
      Seeing how calm he remained, Xiao Zhuyun couldn't help but regard him with more respect and said, “Sun Shicai is already convinced that Uncle-Master Huo passed the Sword Manual’ to you. That man is utterly deranged and killed his own master for it. Do you think he would spare you?”
    

    

    
      Killed his master?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression changed. He instinctively looked at Huo Qianqian and Zhang Mingyu. 
    

    

    
      Seeing the sorrowful look on their faces, he gasped.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the death of Huo Chengkun and all the subsequent events suddenly connected in his mind.
    

    

    
      That day, Huo Chengkun hadn’t seemed injured. 
    

    

    
      That old woman and her disciple hadn’t hurt anyone from start to finish. Yet that very night, he suddenly died.
    

    

    
      Then, on the way to the funeral, Huo Qianqian and the others were attacked.
    

    

    
      Before they departed, Hong Mingquan had a sense of foreboding and entrusted his wife and child to him.
    

    

    
      And Huo Qianqian hadn’t returned home but instead stayed at the Xiaoshui Sect.
    

    

    
      After Zhang Mingyu came back, he stopped associating with Sun Shicai entirely. 
    

    

    
      Moreover, he never mentioned him again in front of Chen Ming...
    

    

    
      So that’s how it was!
    

    

    
      It turned out to be like this!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming truly hadn’t expected such circumstances behind Huo Chengkun’s death.
    

    

    
      He now understood why the three of them had come to see him — they wanted him to join forces with them to take down Sun Shicai.
    

    

    
      He said in a low voice, “He is a Patrol Envoy of the Six Doors!”
    

    

    
      Was a Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy of the Six Doors that easy to kill?
    

    

    
      If discovered, they’d end up on the Six Doors’ wanted list. 
    

    

    
      There would be no place for them in the Great Jin Dynasty. 
    

    

    
      They’d have no choice but to turn outlaw and flee to the underworld.
    

    

    
      To risk so much just to avenge Huo Chengkun — it didn’t seem worth it to him.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun's expression grew solemn. “That’s exactly what makes it even more dangerous. He’s ruthless in achieving his goals. Since he’s convinced the Sword Manual’ is with you, he’ll stop at nothing to extract your secrets.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Zhang Mingyu spoke up. “Junior Brother, although everyone believes you were Master’s disciple, I know very well that he never taught you martial arts. You have no obligation to avenge him. If that bastard hadn’t set his sights on you yesterday, I wouldn’t have told you any of this. Now, that scoundrel is our common enemy.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned to Xiao Zhuyun and asked, “And you? Why are you helping them deal with Sun Shicai?”
    

    

    
      She was merely Huo Qianqian’s senior sister. To go so far to help her junior sister seek revenge, even risking herself, was highly unusual.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun hesitated briefly before replying, “To be frank, Young Master, after killing Uncle-Master Huo, Sun Shicai took something — a relic of our sect’s uncle-masters. It contains the Xiaoshui Sect’s inheritance. That object must never fall into the hands of outsiders.”
    

    

    
      So that was it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming dismissed the last traces of doubt in his heart and asked, “Do you have a detailed plan?”
    

    

    
      This time, it was Zhang Mingyu who answered, “Since that scoundrel already has his eyes on you, why not turn his plans against him? You lure him to a deserted place, and we’ll join forces to kill him.”
    

    

    
      That’s it?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nearly rolled his eyes — that was far too crude!
    

    

    
      He shook his head. “Not wise. Too many uncertainties. What if Sun Shicai doesn’t fall for it? If I were him, I’d use my authority in the Six Doors to fabricate a charge and imprison my whole family, then force me into submission.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun asked, “Then what do you propose, Young Master Chen?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought for a moment and said, “How about this — you all go back and think carefully. Each of you come up with a plan. Tonight, we’ll discuss it.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu frowned. “Why wait until tonight?”
    

    

    
      “Coincidentally, I’m expecting an important guest today. We had arranged to meet — they should be arriving soon.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu was momentarily stunned before he realized, “So you were waiting for someone earlier?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After Zhang Mingyu and the others left, another half hour passed before Gu Yuantao and his cousin Zhou Weihao finally arrived.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming personally went to the door to greet them, showing his respect.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao introduced, “This is my cousin, Zhou Weihao. You saw him at the Martial Gathering.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Young Master Zhou’s ‘Tianxuan Sword Technique’ at the Martial Gathering was exceptionally refined—quite memorable.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao looked at him with a half-smile, half-smirk. “I wonder how it compares to your saber technique?”
    

    

    
      “That can only be known after a match.”
    

    

    
      “You want to compete with me? Beat my cousin first,” Zhou Weihao replied, clearly confident in his own swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      In fact, he had volunteered to come along yesterday precisely because he wasn’t convinced by Chen Ming’s reputation. Why was it that during the Martial Gathering, Lord Zhao only praised that guy’s saber technique?
    

    

    
      He believed his swordsmanship was second to none among all who competed at the Martial Gathering.
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming agreed to another duel, feeling pleased.
    

    

    
      At the Martial Gathering, he had seen Zhou Weihao’s swordplay — much stronger than Tian Qiming’s, though still not on par with Qin Jinlin.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming led the two into the backyard, the place where he usually trained his students. The ground was paved with stone tiles, very even, and spacious enough.
    

    

    
      He didn’t bother with formalities and said, “Brother Gu is a straightforward person, so I’ll skip the pleasantries. Let’s get straight to it.”
    

    

    
      That was exactly what Gu Yuantao wanted. He stepped into the center, gripping his longsword, eyes filled with battle intent. “My family’s ‘Fufeng Sword Technique’ draws on the essence of the wind—its variations are many and ever-changing. You best be cautious.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew he wasn’t trying to gain an unfair advantage.
    

    

    
      At the Martial Gathering, they had fought three bouts, so Gu Yuantao was already familiar with his saber style. 
    

    

    
      Voluntarily revealing his own sword technique’s traits was a sign of fairness.
    

    

    
      “This man is quite magnanimous.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming held his saber, as if it and he were one.
    

    

    
      Over the past half-year, his adaptation of the Swallow Returns Sword Technique to a saber form had become seamless, leaving no visible flaws.
    

    

    
      His thinking was simple: since Huo Chengkun had converted the sword technique into a saber form, it must have been for a reason—likely to keep it hidden from others.
    

    

    
      Which also meant, if someone identified his style as the Swallow Returns Sword Technique, it could bring serious trouble.
    

    

    
      Thus, he continued to use the Five Elements Saber Technique.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao said, “Please.”
    

    

    
      He let Chen Ming make the first move.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming obliged, performing “Pine Greets the Guest” as a courteous opening move.
    

    

    
      Watching from the side, Zhou Weihao frowned with impatience. “So slow and tedious.”
    

    

    
      Yet despite his words, he watched intensely, not wanting to miss a single detail.
    

    

    
      After only a few exchanges, he couldn’t help but be moved. “In just half a year, Brother Tao’s sword technique has reached this level?”
    

    

    
      The sword strikes were sharp and precise, full of discipline and form. 
    

    

    
      Clearly, he was close to achieving true mastery.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was truly astonished. Just over a year ago, he and Gu Yuantao had sparred privately, both still at the Eighth Grade.
    

    

    
      Back then, Gu Yuantao’s swordplay had been slightly inferior to his own.
    

    

    
      Now, with such marked improvement, Zhou Weihao instinctively felt he might no longer be able to match him. 
    

    

    
      A sense of crisis welled up in his heart.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s saber technique, meanwhile, was watertight. 
    

    

    
      The saber, though heavier in appearance, moved with exceptional lightness in his hands — a perfect blend of strength and finesse.
    

    

    
      Sometimes, Zhou Weihao even thought he was watching someone wielding a sword, not a saber.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the two had exchanged over forty moves, seemingly evenly matched—
    

    

    
      “No, something’s off!”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao sensed instinctively that Chen Ming wasn’t going all out — there was an ease and fluidity to his movements. In contrast, his cousin was already giving it his all.
    

    

    
      That was the real gap between them.
    

    

    
      As expected, things developed exactly as he had feared. 
    

    

    
      After eighty moves, his cousin began to fall behind.
    

    

    
      Finally, Chen Ming executed a masterstroke — slicing off a section of Gu Yuantao’s sleeve and winning the bout by a single move.
    

    

    
      “Thank you for letting me win.”
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV38 opponent and gained 1,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      A full one thousand points.
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      Gu Yuantao lowered his head to inspect the slash on his sleeve. His already cold expression turned even icier. 
    

    

    
      He said nothing, seemingly lost in thought about the battle just now.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned to look at Zhou Weihao. “Brother Zhou, does Chen have the qualifications to duel you?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao replied indifferently, “You just had a match with my cousin. I don’t want to take advantage. Maybe next time.”
    

    

    
      “That’s fine.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew better than to push it. 
    

    

    
      Most people in this world place too much importance on winning and losing; they worry too much. 
    

    

    
      Forcing a sparring match would only breed resentment—unnecessary.
    

    

    
      What he sought were martial artists like Gu Yuantao—those who wanted to temper themselves through real combat and improve their strength. Such people often became regular sparring partners.
    

    

    
      “I’ll take my leave.”
    

    

    
      After a while, Gu Yuantao snapped back and left with his companions.
    

    

    
      Once they were gone, Chen Ming’s expression grew serious.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao’s problem wasn’t unique—though his cultivation was much higher and his swordsmanship quite impressive, he lacked practical combat experience.
    

    

    
      But Sun Shicai was different!
    

    

    
      He had been promoted to a seventh‑rank patrol envoy based on his merits—fighting his way there with blade and spear, incomparable to those from noble households.
    

    

    
      And he’d been seventh‑rank for at least two or three years; he was likely not far from sixth rank.
    

    

    
      He was definitely a formidable opponent.
    

    

    
      Even facing him head‑on, Chen Ming couldn’t be completely confident.
    

    

    
      What’s more, he was a patrol envoy of the Six Doors Authority—killing him would spell huge trouble.
    

    

    
      Lost in thought, Chen Ming opened his cultivation panel:
    

    

    
      【Level: 30】
    

    
      【Current Points: 4450】
    

    
      【Cultivation Method: “Iron Horse Stance” (5th layer, perfect), “Three Suns Body Tempering” (7th layer 101/50000)】
    

    
      【Martial techniques: “Three Talents Fist” (complete), “Eight Trigrams Saber” (complete), “Zhuang’s Flying Knives” (complete), “Swallow Returns Sword” (proficient 434/10000)】
    

    

    
      In these twenty days, he had earned over four thousand experience points. 
    

    

    
      At this rate, pushing “Three Suns Body Tempering” to ninth‑layer perfection would take at least two years.
    

    

    
      If he could find a few more seventh‑rank martial artists to spar with, he could significantly shorten that time.
    

    

    
      But that wasn’t what he should focus on now.
    

    

    
      With a major clash imminent, any increase in strength would be beneficial.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought it over and decided to allocate all experience points to Swallow Returns Sword. 
    

    

    
      The boost in combat effectiveness was greater.
    

    

    
      Immediately, his Swallow Returns Sword technique showed (proficient 4884/10000).
    

    

    
      In that instant, countless insights into the sword art flooded his mind.
    

    

    
      Half an hour passed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming exhaled a murky breath, a flicker of joy in his eyes. 
    

    

    
      The improvement in his swordsmanship gave him more confidence for the looming great battle.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      That night, around the Hour of the Dog (19:00–21:00), Zhang Mingyu, Xiao Zhuyun, and Huo Qianqian arrived at Chen Ming’s home in quick succession through the back gate.
    

    

    
      Chunxiang and Xixiang led the three into his small courtyard.
    

    

    
      They had all donned black clothes—as if hoping to attract no attention.
    

    

    
      Inside the house were three chairs. Chen Ming gestured for them to sit and asked, “After returning, did any of you think of a better approach?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu spoke first. “I thought it over. That damned dog was sly, conniving, and extremely cautious. When it comes to schemes and plots, I can’t match him. No point embarrassing myself.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian also shook her head: “I couldn’t come up with anything worthwhile.”
    

    

    
      Finally, Xiao Zhuyun didn’t give her own suggestion but asked earnestly, “Young Master Chen, have you thought of a plan? If so, why not share it so we can discuss it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming lifted his teacup and sipped slowly, then said, “Actually, killing him isn’t hard—it’s how to avoid the aftermath that’s difficult. Miss Xiao, I trust you’re not reckless. Since we’re dealing with a seventh‑rank patrol envoy, I’m sure you have a plan for handling the aftermath?”
    

    

    
      Both Zhang Mingyu and Huo Qianqian looked at Xiao Zhuyun.
    

    

    
      They had previously been driven by a desire for revenge and thought things too simplistically, believing that as long as they exposed Sun Shicai's crime of murdering his master, their vengeance would be entirely justified.
    

    

    
      Now, after hearing Chen Ming's words, they couldn't help but worry about the aftermath.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun hesitated briefly but then spoke up. “For the past six months, I’ve been secretly investigating this man. I discovered that he has ties with pirates. With this, it should be enough for the Six Doors Authority to expel him.”
    

    

    
      So that was it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had figured she wasn’t a brainless woman. 
    

    

    
      She wouldn’t try to kill a patrol envoy of the Six Doors without any preparations.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun continued, “However, if I report this, he’ll either be thrown into the Six Doors prison or go on the run. In either case, avenging my master and retrieving our sect’s relic will become much harder.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, upon hearing this, grasped her intentions. “So, your plan is to either capture or kill him first, and then have someone report him to the Six Doors. At that point, they’ll just think he fled out of guilt and won’t investigate us.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun smiled. “Young Master, you are indeed clever—you guessed it right away.”
    

    

    
      As she finished speaking, she saw his fingers lightly tapping the armrest of the chair as he fell into thought.
    

    

    
      She was very patient and didn’t rush him, simply sitting quietly and waiting.
    

    

    
      Even as the other two began to grow anxious, she remained calm and composed.
    

    

    
      Finally, Chen Ming stopped tapping and looked up. “Miss, have you considered one thing—who is backing him?”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun was slightly stunned. It was true; she hadn’t thought of that. She countered, “Why does Young Master think he has someone backing him?”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Chen Ming knew she didn’t understand the dynamics of officialdom. “There are many seventh‑rank martial artists in the Six Doors, but patrol envoy positions are limited. Not just anyone can take one. Sun Shicai is young, from an ordinary family, and his sect isn’t prestigious. Even if he has some merit, how did he become a seventh‑rank patrol envoy so quickly after his breakthrough?”
    

    

    
      The Six Doors is far more cutthroat than noble families or sects. 
    

    

    
      The martial exam is held annually, which means a flood of newcomers every year. But the number of positions stays the same. To get promoted, you have to queue up.
    

    

    
      According to Zhuang Xiaotian, without connections, it’s nearly impossible to become a seventh‑rank patrol envoy. 
    

    

    
      Many people spend decades just to get from seventh to sixth rank—and still fail.
    

    

    
      Back then, he had wondered which divine being Sun Shicai had worshipped to land that patrol envoy position at such a young age.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun’s expression turned solemn. “So Brother Chen is saying… someone might be protecting him?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “That’s one possibility. Best case scenario, his backer doesn’t care to protect him—then everyone’s happy. But we must plan for the worst.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun’s face changed slightly. With a tinge of fear, she said, “I was being naive. Thank you, Brother Chen, for the warning. Otherwise, if someone was truly protecting him to the death, I would’ve dragged everyone down with me.”
    

    

    
      Unconsciously, she had started referring to him as Brother Chen.
    

    

    
      “So, Brother Chen, what do you suggest we do?”
    

    

    
      It was rare to meet someone who could accept advice and was humble about it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s impression of her greatly improved. 
    

    

    
      Working with someone like that was far less of a headache.
    

    

    
      He said, “I think we should first test the waters and find out who’s backing him. Get someone unrelated to us to report him to the Six Doors. Ideally, choose someone who’s his enemy. Then we’ll see who steps in to protect him—and from that, we’ll know who’s behind him.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun agreed immediately. “That’s easy. I’ll handle it tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “There’s one more thing.”
    

    

    
      “Please speak, Brother Chen,” Xiao Zhuyun said, now treating him with greater deference.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I want to test your martial skills.”
    

    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      He explained, “Forgive my bluntness, but Sun Shicai fought his way up from the bottom. He’s not like those pampered noble sons with no combat experience. He’s a formidable enemy. I need to know what your skill level is—so when we fight together, we’ll have better coordination.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that his reasoning was sound, Xiao Zhuyun agreed immediately.
    

    

    

  Chapter 72: Sunshine Plot

    
      Chapter 72: Sunshine Plot
    

    

    
      Moonlight was hazy in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun wore all‑black robes, which added a layer of mysterious beauty. 
    

    

    
      She held a sword in hand; as a gust of night wind swept through, her garments billowed like she was a celestial being.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen’s saber technique that I observed yesterday…I’ve long wanted to test it,” she said, her tone conveying powerful confidence—quite different from her usual gentleness—and revealing the sharp edge unique to a martial artist.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a bit surprised. 
    

    

    
      It appeared that yesterday at the martial gathering, she had concealed her true strength and held back her opponent, that young master Qin.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, be careful!” she quietly warned, then drew her sword. 
    

    

    
      A sudden flash of chill light appeared, hurtling straight toward Chen Ming’s chest.
    

    

    
      When an expert strikes, you know it instantly.
    

    

    
      That single slash brought Chen Ming a huge pressure. He focused fully and countered, lifting his long blade to directly intercept her wrist.
    

    

    
      “Nice!” Xiao Zhuyun’s eyes lit up—she had never seen that method of counter. It was extremely clever.
    

    

    
      In that instant, her wrist flickered, and the sword light flashed toward his shoulder.
    

    

    
      It came faster than lightning.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no time to think; his body reacted instinctively. His shoulder dropped, and his long blade shifted to meet her precious sword.
    

    

    
      Shashasha…
    

    

    
      In an instant, the two had exchanged seven or eight moves.
    

    

    
      The two spectators nearby watched in dazzlement.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian, with her ninth-tier cultivation, could scarcely see anything.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu, however, watched with shining eyes, extremely excited. He thought that with their combined strength, that dog bastard (Qin) stood no chance.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “What a powerful sword technique.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grew increasingly uneasy as the match continued. Her mastery of the sword was exceptionally high and she was highly experienced—clearly battle-seasoned.
    

    

    
      More importantly, her technique was extremely refined: she often used clever tricks, resolving his offense in unexpected ways.
    

    

    
      Her strength was in no way inferior to that Qin family’s young master.
    

    

    
      One must not underestimate the depth of these sects and prominent families.
    

    

    
      If it had been him yesterday, he might not have beaten her.
    

    

    
      Now, however—
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shifted tactics, using his saber like a sword. 
    

    

    
      For the first time, in front of outsiders, he displayed the “Swallow Returns Sword Technique.”
    

    

    
      Since Huo Chengkun had married a disciple of Xiaoshui Sect, the sect was surely aware of Huo’s origins, so there was no need to hold back before her.
    

    

    
      Once he revealed his true strength, he immediately suppressed Xiao Zhuyun’s sword flashes, firmly gaining the upper hand.
    

    

    
      “This is—”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu beside him began breathing rapidly; this was clearly the authentic “Five Elements Saber Technique.”
    

    

    
      He stared greedily, afraid to miss a single nuance.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After another ten or so moves—
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun suddenly stopped. She stepped back several meters, her expression a bit downcast. “Brother Chen, your sword technique is superior. I admit defeat with both conviction and respect.”
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      Her cultivation level was actually a notch above Gu Yuantao’s.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was pleased and said, “Miss, your sword technique is extremely accomplished. It’s just that you haven’t faced life‑and‑death combat, so your sword strikes lack ruthlessness.”
    

    

    
      He pointed out the issue holding her back.
    

    

    
      He believed that in her usual drills, someone must feed her moves—yet such practice differed essentially from real combat.
    

    

    
      When sparring with fellow disciples, you subconsciously know they won’t truly injure you. 
    

    

    
      Over time, that makes your sword lacks a certain ruthlessness.
    

    

    
      “You are absolutely right, Brother Chen,” Xiao Zhuyun nodded earnestly. 
    

    

    
      She had always thought that among the seventh‑tier practitioners in Jiangzhou, her level was among the top.
    

    

    
      Her duel with Qin Jinlin yesterday had only reinforced this belief.
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought that today, she would be defeated by a little-known young man? What’s more, he had only advanced to the seventh grade less than a month ago.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun suddenly recalled her master’s words: Heroes often rise from the grasslands; when roaming the martial world, never underestimate anyone.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, how did you see through the flaw in my ‘Phoenix Comes in Elegance’ strike?”
    

    

    
      She immediately began seeking guidance from Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      “Your strike overly pursued speed,” Chen Ming explained. “It made the move top-heavy and unstable…”
    

    

    
      He made no reservations and clearly laid out his thought process—pointing out the problems in her technique and explaining how he had countered it step by step.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun listened with eyes lit up, constantly asking questions.
    

    

    
      Thus, the two of them reviewed their earlier duel move by move. 
    

    

    
      She felt suddenly enlightened, gaining much, and her gloomy mood was entirely swept away.
    

    

    
      Before leaving, she gave Chen Ming a solemn bow and said gratefully, “Many thanks for your guidance, Brother Chen. I’ll seek you out for more advice in the future.”
    

    

    
      “You’re welcome anytime,” Chen Ming replied earnestly.
    

    

    
      The reason he was so diligent in offering pointers was because she had the potential to become his sparring partner.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      For the next two days, Gu Yuantao came to spar with Chen Ming each morning. However, his cousin did not accompany him—likely afraid Chen Ming would bring up fighting him again.
    

    

    
      On the third day, after defeating Gu Yuantao, the experience points awarded were still 300, the same as the day before. 
    

    

    
      That meant he could earn a consistent 300 experience points each day from a single fight.
    

    

    
      Adding the 100 points he got from those students in the morning, that was 400 per day—over 10,000 a month.
    

    

    
      Still a bit low.
    

    

    
      He needed to find a few more sparring partners.
    

    

    
      Once he dealt with Sun Shicai, he must start visiting the city’s seventh-grade martial artists. 
    

    

    
      Surely, he could find several willing to spar.
    

    

    
      That night—
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun and the others came again, all dressed in black, entering through the back door as before.
    

    

    
      “That bastard Sun really does have powerful backers.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun wore a heavy expression as she said, “Today, his enemy suddenly lashed out during a court hearing, exposing his collusion with pirates right in front of Zhao Shouchang. Zhao Shouchang was furious and was about to punish him—but someone stepped in and protected him.”
    

    

    
      Even now, she couldn’t help but feel a lingering fear.
    

    

    
      If they had followed her original plan—arresting or killing Sun Shicai and then reporting the matter to the Six Doors Authority—the consequences would have been unimaginable.
    

    

    
      “Thankfully, Brother Chen foresaw this. Otherwise…”
    

    

    
      Just then, Zhang Mingyu interrupted, not wanting her to blame herself too much. “Junior Brother, do you know who that bastard’s backer is?”
    

    

    
      “Who?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t make a wild guess. Although he had someone in mind, there was no need to say it aloud. 
    

    

    
      Acting too clever was never a good idea.
    

    

    
      Sometimes it was better to play dumb.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu gave a bitter smile and said, “It’s Yu Xiuming. You’d never guess—Yu Xiuming personally vouched for Sun Shicai in front of Governor Zhao. He claimed Sun’s collusion with pirates was done under his orders, as a means to monitor their movements.”
    

    

    
      Yu Xiuming, a fifth-grade constable and fourth-grade expert, was formerly the top official in Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      With him personally backing Sun Shicai, even Zhao Shouchang had to give some face.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu couldn’t figure it out: “How the hell did that bastard manage to latch onto Yu Xiuming?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “That’s probably something only they themselves know.”
    

    

    
      Even Zhuang Xiaotian didn’t know about the connection between Yu Xiuming and Sun Shicai, which showed how secretly they’d maintained their relationship.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun then asked, “Brother Chen, what should we do next?”
    

    

    
      Now, she completely trusted Chen Ming and naturally turned to him first for direction.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pondered for a moment and said, “It looks like we’ll have to use a sunshine plot.”
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      Night had fallen deep, and the entire city seemed asleep. 
    

    

    
      Only the sound of the watchman banging his clapper echoed through the alleys.
    

    

    
      In one courtyard within the city, a fire still burned.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai wore all black, his expression as sinister as still water. He muttered to himself, “How did that worthless Lu Chi find out about this?”
    

    

    
      In front of him stood two men, heads bowed, scarcely daring to breathe.
    

    

    
      The taller of the two spoke cautiously, “Could it be that word was leaked over there?”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai shook his head. “Even if word was leaked over there, that trash Lu Chi shouldn’t have been the first to get it.”
    

    

    
      The shorter man asked, “Senior Brother, what do you mean?”
    

    

    
      “Someone is using Lu Chi to take me out,” Sun Shicai’s eyes glittered coldly. “We must find the rat hiding behind this!”
    

    

    
      He was furious. 
    

    

    
      He’d always been the one who schemed against others—but now he’d been ambushed and suffered a huge loss.
    

    

    
      Originally, he was a secret pawn of Assistant Captain Yu. 
    

    

    
      No one knew of their relationship. At the critical moment, he could prove a surprise asset.
    

    

    
      But now everything was out in the open—his value plummeted.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai was determined to expose whoever had secretly plotted against him and eliminate future threats.
    

    

    
      The tall man asked, “Senior Brother, do you know who it is?”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai said, “The fox always reveals its tail.” He changed the subject. “I called you here because there’s another matter I need you to handle.”
    

    

    
      The two hurriedly said, “Just say the word, Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai said, “There’s an apothecary in town called Spring Harmony Hall. Tomorrow, send someone to buy medicine—and kill the person. Then say he died from their medicine. Make a big fuss.”
    

    

    
      “Spring Harmony Hall?” The two exchanged glances.
    

    

    
      The tall one warned cautiously, “Senior Brother, isn’t Spring Harmony Hall run by Chen Ming’s family…”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai’s eyes narrowed and his gaze turned dangerous. “What, are you scared?”
    

    

    
      Their scalps tingled. 
    

    

    
      Neither dared say a word. 
    

    

    
      They hurriedly professed loyalty, “With Senior Brother here, who could we fear? We’re just not sure—do you want to scare him, or kill him?”
    

    

    
      They didn’t dare act without knowing clearly.
    

    

    
      If heavenly beings fought, mortals suffered.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a seventh-grade martial artist. If Sun Shicai just wanted to warn him and then reconcile, what would happen to them? Chen Ming could retaliate against them, and if Sun Shicai chose Chen over them?
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai sneered. “What do you think?”
    

    

    
      The shorter one replied, “Are you stupid? If Senior Brother wants to deal with Chen Ming, there’s no way he’d let him live.”
    

    

    
      The taller smiled awkwardly. “It was my mistake, Younger Brother was muddled.”
    

    

    
      “Enough. You two, go.”
    

    

    
      He dismissed them.
    

    

    
      After a moment, he said calmly, “Since you’re here, reveal yourself. It’s just me in this room.”
    

    

    
      Creak! The door pushed open.
    

    

    
      A masked figure in black stepped in, voice cold: “It’s not time yet—why use a secret code to summon me?”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai snorted. “Someone told Zhao Shouchang that I was secretly collaborating with pirates. How did this leak? You owe me an explanation.”
    

    

    
      The figure sneered, “You weren’t discreet—someone noticed. What’s that got to do with us?”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai replied neutrally, “Then there’s nothing more to discuss. Go back and tell your boss—our cooperation ends here.”
    

    

    
      The figure impatiently said, “Don’t play coy. What compensation do you want?”
    

    

    
      He’d long seen through this Six-Doors patrol envoy—insatiably greedy. This act was merely a setup to extract benefit.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai’s expression softened slightly. “I’ve run into a problem, and need your help dealing with someone. Don’t worry—he’s not some formidable expert. Just a seventh-grade martial artist.”
    

    

    
      The masked man, hearing “seventh grade,” didn’t care much. He asked directly, “Who?”
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming. Lives on Xiushui Street. You should’ve heard of him.”
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming? Isn’t he your sect brother?”
    

    

    
      The tone of the black-clad man grew a little strange.
    

    

    
      From his words, it was clear that he was well-informed about news from Qingfeng City. Even the recently rising Chen Ming was on his radar.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai spoke calmly, “I want him alive. As long as you can capture him, I’ll help you move that last batch of goods.”
    

    

    
      “Seems like you and your junior brother have a deep grudge.”
    

    

    
      The black-clad man sneered. “When?”
    

    

    
      “The sooner the better.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      As soon as he spoke, the black-clad man flipped over and vanished through the main gate.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai stared at the now-empty hall, thinking over whether he had missed any detail.
    

    

    
      He always prepared two plans.
    

    

    
      Since he already knew that old man had passed on the sect inheritance to Chen Ming, he naturally would not hold back. However, he wasn’t in a position to make a move against Chen Ming himself.
    

    

    
      So he could only have the pirates handle it.
    

    

    
      The scheme involving Spring Harmony Hall was a setup to capture Chen Ming’s elder brother.
    

    

    
      With a hostage in hand, Chen Ming would have no choice but to comply.
    

    

    
      Just thinking of this made Sun Shicai’s heart burn with excitement.
    

    

    
      With the sect legacy left by the old man, he would soon be able to break through to sixth grade and step into the ranks of true experts.
    

    

    
      Between seventh and sixth grade was only one realm of difference—but a fundamental one.
    

    

    
      He, Sun Shicai, was gifted. 
    

    

    
      Not yet thirty, he was already at the peak of seventh grade. If that old man had handed over the secret teachings earlier, he would have broken through to sixth grade long ago.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      At dawn, before the sun had risen, Sun Shicai was already up practicing. 
    

    

    
      He never missed the two hours of stance training in the morning—he was practicing the “Dragon-Tiger Stance” from Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      Just as he finished, the tall man from last night approached and flattered, “Senior Brother, you’ve already achieved full Qi and blood, yet still practice daily. Your discipline is truly admirable.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai wiped his sweat with a silk cloth. “Talk business.”
    

    

    
      “The person has been arranged. After noon, once he dies, we’ll send the body to Spring Harmony Hall.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai nodded. Seeing that the man hadn’t left, he asked, “Something else?”
    

    

    
      The man rubbed his hands. “Senior Brother, I’ve made no progress in my cultivation for months. I was hoping you could give me some guidance.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai glanced at him and said, “It’s simple. You switched to ‘Dragon-Tiger Stance’ too early. Your foundation was never solid. The further you go, the harder it gets.”
    

    

    
      “Why is that?”
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother once said, ‘Iron Horse Stance’ is used to build your foundation. The stronger the foundation, the greater your future achievements. Did you never reach the fourth layer in ‘Iron Horse Stance’?”
    

    

    
      The man replied sheepishly, “‘Iron Horse Stance’ is way too slow to train. Senior Brother said I’d need at least another year or two to reach the fourth layer. I couldn’t wait…”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai said blandly, “That’s the price you pay for taking shortcuts.”
    

    

    
      The man asked again, “Senior Brother, how far did you get in ‘Iron Horse Stance’?”
    

    

    
      “Just reached the fifth layer. Unfortunately, I never completed it.” There was a trace of regret in Sun Shicai’s tone.
    

    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    

    
      “By then, I was already over twenty. Master said there was no point continuing, and taught me ‘Fierce Tiger Stance’ instead. My cultivation improved rapidly.”
    

    

    
      “So does that mean if we complete five layers of ‘Iron Horse Stance’ before twenty, the benefits would be enormous?”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai’s face turned cold. “Who knows? When has Master ever told us these things?”
    

    

    
      As they were speaking, someone suddenly came running, panicked.
    

    

    
      “Master, something terrible has happened...”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai said impatiently, “What’s with the panic?”
    

    

    
      “Someone’s gone to the Governor’s Mansion and accused you of murdering your master—”
    

    

    
      “What?!”
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      Sun Shicai’s face changed drastically when he heard the words “master‑slayer.” He grabbed the collar of his subordinate and lifted him up, roaring, “What did you say?”
    

    

    
      The subordinate, terrified by his ferocious appearance, stuttered, “No… no… that’s not… I… it’s…”
    

    

    
      “A worthless fool.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai tossed him aside. His expression quickly regained its composure as he spoke in a low voice, “Let’s go. We’ll go to the Governor’s mansion.”
    

    

    
      At times like this, panic was the worst reaction.
    

    

    
      If he didn’t go to the Governor’s mansion, wouldn’t others think he had something to hide?
    

    

    
      The tall man beside him responded with a noncommittal “Oh,” recovered his bearings, and silently followed behind.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai sat in the carriage, his face calm, but his mind churned with shock and rage.
    

    

    
      “If I had known earlier, I should have spared no expense to silence Huo Qianqian and Zhang Mingyu…”
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that his truly willful junior sister would become so restrained, lulling him into complacency.
    

    

    
      And Zhang Mingyu, who never left his true thoughts hidden, hadn’t shown the slightest clue in front of him.
    

    

    
      He had thought that these two posed little threat, and that killing them would be troublesome—
    

    

    
      A moment of mercy had led to the catastrophic mistake of today.
    

    

    
      It was a pity, but regret came too late now.
    

    

    
      He quickly began strategizing a response.
    

    

    
      He had been through storms before; although the current situation was perilous, it was not beyond recovery.
    

    

    
      They had no evidence!
    

    

    
      And with Yu Xiuming speaking on his behalf…
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai mulled over his approach, and soon the carriage approached the Governor’s mansion.
    

    

    
      The carriage ground to a halt, and a roar of noisy voices rose from ahead.
    

    

    
      The driver called out, “Sir, there are too many people here, it's completely blocked.”
    

    

    
      “Get out.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai opened the carriage door and saw many people crowded before the mansion’s gate, completely blocking the road.
    

    

    
      More people were arriving, all there to gawk at the spectacle.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but feel a pang of alarm.
    

    

    
      From the chaos, a mournful voice rang out, “…That Sun Shicai, traitorous and unfilial, murdered his master—Lord Zhao, please do justice for us!”
    

    

    
      In that instant, the crowd erupted in uproar.
    

    

    
      Killed one’s master! 
    

    

    
      In Qingfeng City, such a horrifying event had occurred, and the culprit was none other than a seventh‑rank patrol envoy of the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Many began shouting curses, drowning out the speaker.
    

    

    
      Anger surged among the people.
    

    

    
      For some reason, seeing such fierce reactions unsettled Sun Shicai inwardly.
    

    

    
      Clearly these were just ordinary citizens, no real threat to him and normally beneath his notice. But now gathered together, they exerted immense psychological pressure.
    

    

    
      “No good, this can’t continue!”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai was a decisive man. He shouted loudly, “Nonsense!”
    

    

    
      His voice boomed like thunder, instantly drawing countless gazes.
    

    

    
      “It’s Sun Shicai!”
    

    

    
      “He actually dares to come? That traitorous dog who killed his master!”
    

    

    
      “He can still serve as a patrol envoy of the Six Doors?”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      In that moment, Sun Shicai felt condemned by the multitude, his heart growing more uneasy.
    

    

    
      This wasn’t how he had expected things to unfold.
    

    

    
      He called out loudly, “Do not believe their one‑sided slander! I, Sun Shicai, have never done such a crime that enrages both gods and men!”
    

    

    
      Many around him were shaken by his words, and soon made way, clearing a path for him to press forward and confront them.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “A dying struggle!”
    

    

    
      Across from the Governor’s mansion, not far away, on the second floor of a restaurant, a group of female disciples from the Xiaoshui Sect sat in a private room. Xiao Zhuyun, seeing Sun Shicai appear, spoke indifferently.
    

    

    
      When Huo Qianqian and Zhang Mingyu brought a group of disciples, dressed in mourning garb and carrying the spirit tablet of Huo Chengkun to the gates of the Governor’s mansion to cry for justice, Sun Shicai’s fate had already been sealed.
    

    

    
      At a time like this, whatever Sun Shicai said was meaningless. 
    

    

    
      Even if he hadn’t murdered his master, his outcome would still be universal condemnation.
    

    

    
      On one side stood Huo Chengkun’s own granddaughter, a personal disciple, and more than a dozen registered disciples, all declaring that Sun Shicai had killed his master.
    

    

    
      On the other side was Sun Shicai alone, a seventh‑rank patrol envoy of the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      If it weren’t true, who would want to expose their family’s disgrace to the public?
    

    

    
      If it weren’t true, how would a group of martial artists dare to falsely accuse a patrol envoy of the Six Doors?
    

    

    
      “As expected, an open‑scheme tactic.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun watched Sun Shicai, now the target of public scorn, with an indescribable feeling. This downfall—wasn’t it what Chen Ming called “social death”?
    

    

    
      Even if Sun Shicai didn’t die today, he was now a traitor condemned by all. 
    

    

    
      No one would associate with him.
    

    

    
      Even Yu Xiuming probably wouldn’t protect him anymore.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Sun Shicai arrived at the Governor’s mansion and saw Huo Qianqian and Zhang Mingyu holding up Huo Chengkun’s spirit tablet, with a dozen or so mourning junior disciples carrying the tablets of the eldest senior brother and the others, his heart sank heavily.
    

    

    
      Behind him, not a single person remained. 
    

    

    
      Even the junior brother who had ridden with him in the carriage had vanished.
    

    

    
      He shouted loudly, “I didn’t kill Master! Don’t slander me with baseless accusations!”
    

    

    
      Seeing him, Huo Qianqian no longer needed to hide her emotions. Her face was full of hatred. “Sun Shicai, did you ever think this day would come? To seize my grandfather’s sixth‑rank inheritance, you murdered your own master. Afterwards, you even sent people to ambush us, trying to kill us and silence the witnesses. A heartless, treacherous, unfilial villain like you should be condemned to the eighteenth level of hell.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai loudly defended himself, “I didn’t! You’re framing me!”
    

    

    
      But in the ears of others, his defense sounded utterly hollow.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the gates of the Governor’s mansion finally opened. 
    

    

    
      A man in a blue official uniform with a commanding presence stepped out—it was Yu Xiuming, the Blue-Clad Commandant.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai saw him and, as if spotting a savior, called out, “Lord Yu—”
    

    

    
      But Yu Xiuming didn’t even look at him. His voice alone silenced all others: “The Governor is already aware of what you all have reported. He has specially ordered me to announce that Sun Shicai, suspected of murdering his master, will be removed from his position as patrol envoy of the Six Doors until his name is cleared.”
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai felt like he had been struck by lightning. He stared at Yu Xiuming in disbelief. “Lord Yu, you—”
    

    

    
      Before he could finish speaking, Yu Xiuming’s cold gaze froze him in place. 
    

    

    
      A surge of intense fear rose in his heart, and the rest of his words died in his throat.
    

    

    
      After announcing the order, Yu Xiuming turned and walked away.
    

    

    
      The heavy gates of the Governor’s mansion closed once more.
    

    

    
      It was over—
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai stood there, dazed and broken. 
    

    

    
      After years of struggle, near‑death experiences, and clawing his way to his current position, it was all gone.
    

    

    
      How did it end up like this?
    

    

    
      No—
    

    

    
      “This is not the time to be thinking about that.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly recalling Yu Xiuming’s cold look, Sun Shicai shivered. He knew too many secrets. Yu Xiuming wouldn’t let him go.
    

    

    
      He had to flee immediately.
    

    

    
      Just as he turned to leave, a sharp shout rang out, “Sun, you traitor! You’re still trying to run? Today, your life ends here, as an offering to the spirits of our master and senior brother!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu stood in his way, steel blade in hand.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai looked at him with disdain and said, “Just you?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a clear voice called from behind him, “What if you add me as well?”
    

    

    
      That voice—
    

    

    
      He whirled around and saw Chen Ming approaching unhurriedly. He burst out laughing, “Perfect! You actually came to me yourself and saved me the trouble.”
    

    

    
      As long as he captured this man and forced out the inheritance he carried, he could break through to the sixth rank at any time. The world was vast—where couldn’t he go?
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      Seeing that a fight was about to break out, the surrounding crowd immediately scattered.
    

    

    
      Watching excitement was one thing, but when martial artists really started fighting, it was best to run as far away as possible.
    

    

    
      "Sun Shicai!"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, another voice rang out.
    

    

    
      This time, it was a woman.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai turned his head and was shocked, "It's you?"
    

    

    
      In that instant, everything became clear to him.
    

    

    
      No wonder Huo Qianqian and the others dared to provoke him.
    

    

    
      No wonder Yu Xiuming would abandon him.
    

    

    
      No wonder...
    

    

    
      He had lost without injustice!
    

    

    
      This direct disciple of the Xiaoshui Sect not only possessed superb swordsmanship but was also highly skilled in social interactions, with countless sons of noble families fawning over her.
    

    

    
      She was definitely not a simple character.
    

    

    
      He never imagined that the mastermind behind it all was her!
    

    

    
      "Why?"
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai's eyes were tinged red, and his throat let out a roar like a wounded beast, "I've never wronged you. Why must you harm me like this?"
    

    

    
      If it had only been Zhang Mingyu and Chen Ming, he could have easily dealt with them.
    

    

    
      But with the addition of Xiao Zhuyun, facing three at once, there was no way he could come out unscathed today.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun said coldly, "If you must blame someone, blame yourself for taking something you shouldn’t have. Uncle Huo has always carried with him a relic of our sect’s Uncle Tang. Hidden inside it is the sect’s inheritance."
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai was startled and cried out, "You mean... that Three Yin Body Tempering Technique?"
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun said, "That’s right. So it really is in your hands."
    

    

    
      For a moment, Sun Shicai was overwhelmed with grief and indignation.
    

    

    
      All this had happened over a body tempering technique that was of no use to him.
    

    

    
      He glared resentfully and said, "Why didn’t you say so earlier? I would have returned it to you right away."
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun said, "It’s not too late even now. As long as you’re willing to return it to me, I will no longer interfere in your grudges."
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai clutched at the offer like a drowning man grabbing a lifeline, "You mean that?"
    

    

    
      "Naturally."
    

    

    
      "Fine, that manual is in a hidden compartment under the bed in my room. You may go look for it yourself."
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun’s face remained icy cold, "You’d better not be lying. If you are, even if you flee to the ends of the earth, our sect will hunt you down."
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai swore a deadly oath, "If I utter a single lie, may I die a miserable death."
    

    

    
      "Good."
    

    

    
      As she finished speaking, Xiao Zhuyun leapt onto a nearby rooftop.
    

    

    
      With a few light steps, she vanished from sight.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      On the rooftop of a house next to the Governor’s Office.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan, dressed in a light purple dress, snorted as she observed from above, "I always knew that woman was pretending. Sure enough, she’s cold and selfish, leaving them behind like that."
    

    

    
      Beside her stood a fourteen- or fifteen-year-old boy with fair skin and refined features.
    

    

    
      He was holding an umbrella to shield Zhao Xiyan from the sun, and reminded her, "Sis, didn’t you want to win over that Chen Ming guy? He’s in danger now. Should you help him?"
    

    

    
      "To think he got involved with that Xiao woman—does he have a death wish?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan suddenly snapped, "How are you holding the umbrella? The sun’s hitting my face."
    

    

    
      "Sorry."
    

    

    
      Zhao Daxian quickly apologized and adjusted the umbrella.
    

    

    
      He muttered, "Sis, if he dies, that saber manual of yours will be wasted."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan replied unhappily, "You think I don’t know that? But we can’t get involved in this matter."
    

    

    
      After all, Sun Shicai was a Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy of the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Her father merely dismissed him, clearly signaling that this was a personal matter.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors would not intervene.
    

    

    
      If she acted now, people would assume it was her father’s will.
    

    

    
      "Oh."
    

    

    
      Zhao Daxian nodded as if half-understanding.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan looked at Chen Ming in the distance and grew even more annoyed.
    

    

    
      To be mixing with a woman like Xiao Zhuyun—he deserved to die.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      "Three Yin Body Tempering?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming heard the name of the technique and was a bit surprised.
    

    

    
      Why did it sound so similar to the Three Yang Body Tempering he practiced?
    

    

    
      The thought flashed by in an instant.
    

    

    
      As soon as Xiao Zhuyun left, Sun Shicai attacked ferociously, aiming straight for him.
    

    

    
      Blazing Wind Scorches Cloth!
    

    

    
      He unleashed a killing move from the Five Elements Saber Technique.
    

    

    
      Before the blade even reached him, Chen Ming could already feel the overwhelming murderous intent.
    

    

    
      It was completely different from any opponent he had faced before.
    

    

    
      This was a real life-and-death battle.
    

    

    
      In comparison, all his previous fights had been mere sparring matches.
    

    

    
      A wave of heroic passion surged in Chen Ming’s heart, goosebumps rose all over his body.
    

    

    
      Excited, his blood boiled.
    

    

    
      He raised his saber, and responded with a move—Virtue Carries the Weight.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The two blades collided fiercely in mid-air.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a numbness in his arm and staggered back a step.
    

    

    
      He realized that the opponent’s strength was far superior.
    

    

    
      He must not engage head-on!
    

    

    
      "Impossible!"
    

    

    
      By contrast, Sun Shicai was stunned.
    

    

    
      He had gone all out with his strike, yet failed to knock away Chen Ming’s saber.
    

    

    
      He was deeply shocked.
    

    

    
      Hadn’t he just broken through to the Seventh Grade a month ago?
    

    

    
      Yet his strength was only slightly weaker than his own?
    

    

    
      He was at the peak of Seventh Grade, with fully developed qi and blood.
    

    

    
      It must be because of his cultivation technique!
    

    

    
      "Old Ghost, how could you be so biased!"
    

    

    
      He couldn’t understand.
    

    

    
      How was he inferior to this Chen Ming?
    

    

    
      Why would Huo Chengkun pass on such a divine art to this lowly-talented boy instead of himself?
    

    

    
      "Why!"
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai was nearly driven mad by jealousy.
    

    

    
      His eyes were bloodshot.
    

    

    
      Each strike faster and more vicious than the last, his killing intent boiling over.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      From the rooftop, Zhao Daxian looked at the dire situation Chen Ming was in and reminded, "Sis, if you don’t act now, he’s really going to die."
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan suddenly slapped the back of his head.
    

    

    
      Zhao Daxian looked aggrieved, "Why did you hit me?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan gave him a sidelong glance, "Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to. You just want to get me scolded by Father."
    

    

    
      "No, I don’t." Zhao Daxian looked guilty and lowered his head.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan ignored her scheming younger brother and focused intently on the fight below.
    

    

    
      She said, "This Sun Shicai truly deserves his reputation for clawing his way up from the bottom. His saber skills might even surpass Qin Jinlin’s."
    

    

    
      "Sis, didn’t you used to call him Brother Qin? Why are you using his full name now?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan couldn’t be bothered to answer and continued, "Chen Ming’s saber skills aren’t bad, but they’re still too immature—huh?"
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she suddenly let out a soft gasp.
    

    

    
      A flash of blood had appeared below.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, who had been on the backfoot, suddenly used an incredibly exquisite saber move.
    

    

    
      Not only did he break Sun Shicai’s technique, but he even wounded his shoulder.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the tide of the battle turned.
    

    

    
      Now it was Chen Ming who had the upper hand.
    

    

    
      "This—"
    

    

    
      She was dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      It was completely unexpected.
    

    

    
      Zhao Daxian exclaimed, "Sis, so you can misjudge people sometimes."
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Impossible!
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai’s entire side was drenched in blood.
    

    

    
      Clutching his saber with one hand, he barely fended off Chen Ming’s familiar yet foreign saber technique.
    

    

    
      He was in a wretched state, with none of his earlier dominance.
    

    

    
      He let out a desolate roar, "This isn’t the Five Elements Saber Technique at all… Huo Chengkun, how could you be so biased… I refuse to accept this!"
    

    

    
      Slash!
    

    

    
      With a flash of blood, his saber arm was severed at the elbow, blood gushing out.
    

    

    
      The next moment, his chest was pierced by a blade.
    

    

    
      He grabbed the saber’s spine with his remaining hand, eyes wide, mouth agape, blood foaming.
    

    

    
      He seemed to be trying to say something.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at him coldly and said, "If you have any last words, tell Old Huo in the afterlife."
    

    

    
      He pulled out his saber.
    

    

    
      Sun Shicai died instantly, collapsing to the ground with eyes wide open.
    

    

    
      【You have killed a level 39 enemy. Gained 5,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Five thousand points!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled by the number in the prompt.
    

    

    
      So killing an enemy gave more experience than merely defeating them.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu, who had been watching Chen Ming’s back the whole time, saw that Sun Shicai was finally dead.
    

    

    
      His eyes reddened as he walked forward, drew his saber, and chopped off Sun Shicai’s head.
    

    

    
      He placed the head before the memorial tablets of Huo Chengkun and the senior disciples.
    

    

    
      With a thud, he knelt to the ground and wept, "Master, First Senior Brother, Second Senior Sister, Fifth Junior Brother. That dog Sun Shicai is dead. You can rest in peace now!"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian and the dozen registered disciples also knelt down and cried.
    

    

    
      Only Chen Ming remained standing.
    

    

    
      He was not Huo Chengkun’s disciple and had no reason to kneel.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but think of Fifth Junior Brother Hong Mingquan’s orphaned son, Hong Zilin.
    

    

    
      If that boy knew his father’s killer was dead, he would surely be gratified.
    

    

    
      Then he sighed a little.
    

    

    
      In truth, he had no deep grudge or conflict with Sun Shicai.
    

    

    
      It had all escalated to a life-and-death struggle because Sun Shicai mistakenly believed that Huo Chengkun had passed the sect’s inheritance to him.
    

    

    
      He suddenly understood what it meant to be helpless in the world of martial arts.
    

    

    
      Even if you tried not to stir trouble, sometimes trouble would come looking for you, and there was no way to avoid it.
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      On the rooftop, Zhao Yan’er saw that Chen Ming had effortlessly killed the former Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy Sun Shicai. Her delicate face showed both surprise and delight. "As expected of the one I had my eye on. His saber technique is truly remarkable."
    

    

    
      Even Sun Shicai, who had clawed his way up from the bottom, was no match for him. 
    

    

    
      This man must be a born saberman, gifted with an astounding combat talent.
    

    

    
      Such a person, once grown, would undoubtedly become renowned in his region.
    

    

    
      If she could win him over, he would be of great use in the future.
    

    

    
      Beside her, Zhao Xian’er remarked softly,"Just now, you still looked down on him, saying he wasn’t a match for that Sun Shicai... Ow——"
    

    

    
      His head took another knock from behind. He pouted and dared not speak further.
    

    

    
      After giving this talk-back brother of hers a light scolding, Zhao Yan’er began pondering how she might win over Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      After a while, Zhao Xian’er couldn’t help but speak again,"Sister, are you thinking about how to recruit this man?"
    

    

    
      She ignored him.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xian’er continued,"To win someone’s heart, it boils down to two points: either respect and courtesy, or catering to their preferences. Look at that Miss Xiao, always polite to everyone, making people feel like a spring breeze. But precisely because of that, those with true talent will never be used by her."
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er, intrigued, asked,"Why is that?"
    

    

    
      "The more talented someone is, the more pride they carry. If you treat them the same as you would some mediocrity, to them, it’s an insult. You have to treat them differently."
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er was somewhat surprised, now looking at this brother of hers with new eyes.
    

    

    
      Then, she saw him wearing a smug face."Do you think what I said makes sense?"
    

    

    
      She replied blandly,"The umbrella is crooked."
    

    

    
      "Oh."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xian’er obediently held the umbrella straight.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      In front of the Governor’s Residence, many disciples from the Huo family rushed over upon hearing the news and joined the line to pay respects before the memorial tablets of Huo Chengkun and the others.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone shouted angrily,"Hu Yongxing, you lackey of Sun Shicai, you dare come pay respects to Master?!"
    

    

    
      In an instant, emotions flared. They grabbed Hu Yongxing, ready to execute him on the spot as a tribute to their master.
    

    

    
      Hu Yongxing was so terrified his soul almost left his body. He cried out in panic,"How was I to know that bastard Sun was a treacherous master-killer... I... I have something important to report. That bastard is planning to harm Senior Brother Chen’s family..."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, no one dared to delay. 
    

    

    
      They quickly brought him before Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Now, Chen Ming’s prestige had already surpassed Zhang Mingyu’s. 
    

    

    
      No one dared call him “Junior Brother” anymore.
    

    

    
      When Hu Yongxing saw Chen Ming, he confessed in full detail how Sun Shicai had ordered him last night to find people to frame Spring Harmony Hall.
    

    

    
      Immediately, everyone burst into curses. 
    

    

    
      That Sun Shicai was truly despicable and sinister. To use such a scheme to target Senior Brother Chen’s family—truly vile.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt relieved. 
    

    

    
      Fortunately, he had acted decisively today. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, his elder brother would have been in danger, possibly ending up imprisoned.
    

    

    
      When dealing with enemies, one truly could not show the slightest mercy. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, it would only harm oneself.
    

    

    
      "Senior Brother Chen, I only humored that bastard. I never intended to harm your family... I was deceived by that dog. Had I known he was capable of such heinous deeds, I would never have followed him..."
    

    

    
      Hu Yongxing knelt on the ground, sobbing with snot and tears.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spoke,"Everyone, hear me. Sun Shicai’s crime of killing his master must never be made known. Those who followed him were unaware of the truth. Since that villain has already paid with his life, let us not implicate the others. After all, we are from the same sect. We must give them a chance to change."
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu was the first to step forward in agreement."Junior Brother is right. We’re from the same sect. From now on, we must unite, share honor and disgrace, advance and retreat together. We mustn’t turn on each other."
    

    

    
      With these two leaders having spoken, naturally no one else raised objections.
    

    

    
      Hu Yongxing was naturally full of gratitude.
    

    

    
      After a while, the crowd dispersed.
    

    

    
      Still worried about his elder brother, Chen Ming decided to visit the medicine shop.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Ah Ming, what brings you here?"
    

    

    
      Inside Spring Harmony Hall, there were many customers. 
    

    

    
      Chen Rui, who was busy at the counter, saw his younger brother arrive and immediately handed off his work to a shop assistant, leading him to the back hall to talk.
    

    

    
      Seeing everything was in order, Chen Ming felt at ease and said,"I was just passing by and thought I’d drop in. Business looks good."
    

    

    
      "Who doesn’t know now? Spring Harmony Hall has produced a Chen Erlang Jun, a young Seventh Grade Martial Artist. The bigger your name grows, the better our business."
    

    

    
      "That’s thanks to your good management, big brother."
    

    

    
      The two brothers exchanged compliments.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui then spoke of serious matters."Actually, I wanted to discuss something. We’ve recently taken on a few big orders. The volume is too large, and the warehouse space isn’t enough. We might need to rent two more units."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied,"For business matters, you’re in charge. No need to ask me. I don’t understand any of this."
    

    

    
      He wasn’t the type to meddle in everything or hunger for power.
    

    

    
      So long as his elder brother managed the medicine shop well, he was happy to stay out of it.
    

    

    
      But Chen Rui had his own principles."This is a large expenditure. Of course I should discuss it with you."
    

    

    
      "Alright, I agree."Chen Ming didn’t mind and turned the topic,"Has Zhengrentang caused any more trouble recently?"
    

    

    
      Chen Rui laughed."They wouldn’t dare. Last time they gave me a warning, and two days later, you broke through to Seventh Grade. Then their boss invited me to a meal, apologized, and even said they’d nominate Spring Harmony Hall for a board position in the medical guild later this year."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, his eyes grew moist."If Father were still alive and saw how accomplished you’ve become, Ah Ming, how happy he would be."
    

    

    
      Becoming a guild board member meant the medicine shop now held substantial status in the industry.
    

    

    
      And all of this was thanks to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      It perfectly illustrated the saying: when one man achieves enlightenment, even his chickens and dogs ascend to heaven.
    

    

    
      A family that produced a martial arts prodigy could rise up the social ladder as a whole.
    

    

    
      Over the past two years, Chen Ming’s strength had advanced by leaps and bounds. 
    

    

    
      The Chen family’s wealth and social standing had also soared by several ranks—reaching heights Chen Rui had never dared dream of before.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat for a while. 
    

    

    
      Seeing there was nothing else, he left. Staying would only interfere with the shop’s business.
    

    

    
      Just as he got on the carriage, he saw Zhuang Xiaotian, dressed in black official robes, running over and jumping onto the carriage with him.
    

    

    
      "I heard you killed Sun Shicai at the gates of the Governor’s Residence?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian’s eyes held both shock and admiration."I was on patrol today when I heard the news. I could hardly believe it. Among the Patrol Envoys, Sun Shicai’s saber technique was top-tier. It’s said he had fully refined his Qi and Blood, just one step away from Sixth Grade, and yet you actually killed him..."
    

    

    
      He sighed in awe. 
    

    

    
      Seeing that Chen Ming merely smiled without replying, he suddenly let out a sigh."Remember two years ago, the four of us sat down discussing martial arts and philosophy. Yet in less than two years, you’ve left us all in the dust."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked,"Any news of Brother Deng?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian shook his head."I asked around, but there’s been no word at all."
    

    

    
      "What about Brother Guan?"
    

    

    
      "A few days ago, he went out to sea again."
    

    

    
      Speaking of their two sworn brothers, Zhuang Xiaotian couldn’t help but sigh again.
    

    

    
      After a moment, he recalled something and said,"Oh right, last night something big happened outside the city. I fear Qingfeng City won’t be peaceful for long. You’d best be careful and avoid leaving the city for now."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked in curiosity,"What happened?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian lowered his voice."I heard that those noble sons from prestigious families who came for the Martial Gathering have been leaving one after another in recent days. Not long after leaving the city, they were ambushed and killed. Apparently, several have already gone missing."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression turned serious."Is the information reliable?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian nodded but didn’t reveal the source.
    

    

    
      If true, this was an earth-shaking matter.
    

    

    
      Those sons from powerful families who came for the Martial Gathering were all regional elites from various counties of Jiangzhou. Who dared to attack them?
    

    

    
      Even the most lawless pirates wouldn’t senselessly provoke so many powerful enemies, would they?
    

    

    
      He asked,"Who did it?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian leaned in and whispered, so only Chen Ming could hear,"Some suspect that the Cult of Eternal Life has resurfaced."
    

    

    
      Cult of Eternal Life?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was slightly taken aback.
    

    

    
      That name, he’d only seen in history books. 
    

    

    
      According to the records, whenever chaos befell the land, the Cult of Eternal Life would rise to stir trouble.
    

    

    
      The last mention of this cult was three hundred years ago, during the previous dynasty, when a tyrant plunged the land into misery. 
    

    

    
      The Cult of Eternal Life rose in the ensuing chaos, eventually contributing to the dynasty’s downfall.
    

    

    
      Once the new dynasty was established, the Cult was swept into the dustbin of history, never again appearing in the annals.
    

    

    
      To people now, the name was ancient and obscure.
    

    

    
      Even in folklore, tales about them were rare.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart grew heavier. If the Cult of Eternal Life truly returned, did that mean the world was heading toward turmoil again?
    

    

    
      "Is this certain?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian replied,"Who can say? That’s just what some people suspect."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked,"What kind of group is this Cult of Eternal Life exactly?"
    

    

    
      "I actually looked into some records. This cult originated in the Eternal Life Immortal Dynasty from eight thousand years ago. Legend says the Eternal Life Emperor, in pursuit of immortality, built the Eternal Life Palace and gathered many exceptional talents. Later, the emperor was struck down by heavenly punishment, and the Immortal Dynasty collapsed. But the Eternal Life Palace survived and became the Cult of Eternal Life, continuing the quest for immortality."
    

    

    
      "Those in the Cult of Eternal Life would stop at nothing in their pursuit, committing heinous acts that outraged both men and gods. They were universally condemned. Over time, they became known as a demonic cult. Every time they resurfaced, they were treated as enemies of the realm. But the cult’s foundations run deep. Every time they were wiped out, they would linger on, only to resurface centuries later."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian said with regret,"Unfortunately, that’s all the information the Six Doors Authority has. More detailed records are likely restricted to those of higher ranks."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a headache coming on.
    

    

    
      The Eternal Life Immortal Dynasty and the Eternal Life Emperor were already figures of legend.
    

    

    
      Though recorded in the history books, they were indistinguishable from myth. 
    

    

    
      No one could tell if they were real or not.
    

    

    
      According to the records, the Eternal Life Emperor lived for a thousand years before perishing under divine punishment.
    

    

    
      If that were true, wouldn’t this be a world of cultivation?
    

    

    
      Yet besides that emperor, no other figure had ever been known to live that long.
    

    

    
      There were occasional mentions of monsters who lived for several hundred years, but they too eventually died and returned to dust.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When the carriage reached the gates of the Chen Residence, Zhuang Xiaotian got off and continued his patrol.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming entered the house alone and went straight to his small courtyard.
    

    

    
      Pushing open the courtyard door, he suddenly halted his steps. 
    

    

    
      Without entering the house, he sat at the stone table in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      He said to Chunxiang and Xiaxiang,"I’m entertaining guests tonight. You two, personally go out now—one to the Drunken Immortal Tower to buy a jar of Hundred Flowers Wine, and the other to Orchid Pavilion to buy ten boxes of pastries."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      Chunxiang and Xiaxiang left immediately.
    

    

    
      After they were gone, Chen Ming called out toward the house,"Friends inside, no need to hide anymore. Come on out."
    

    

    
      A few seconds later, a chilling, snake-like voice came from inside,"How did you discover us?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grasped the hilt of his saber and said,"The stench of the sea on you is too strong. I could smell it from several zhang away. You must be guests from the sea. May I ask what business you have with me?"
    

    

    
      The door burst open with a bang, and three masked figures stepped out. The leader spoke coldly,"We’ve come to kill you!"
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      "Here to kill you!"
    

    

    
      Three masked men wielding short blades spoke with icy tones, and a chilling murderous aura enveloped the entire courtyard.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s gaze sharpened. In his mind, he silently recited the command, and the panel quietly opened.
    

    

    
      【Level: 30】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 7500】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Seventh Level 101/50000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Proficient 4884/10000)】
    

    

    
      "Add points!"
    

    

    
      In one breath, he raised the Swallow Returns Sword Technique to Mastery.
    

    

    
      All remaining points were then allocated to Three Suns Body Tempering.
    

    

    
      Instantly, the values on the panel changed.
    

    

    
      【Level: 30】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 0】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Seventh Level 2485/50000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      In an instant, a booming sensation erupted in his mind, spontaneously bringing forth countless realizations.
    

    

    
      At the same time, a surge of heat spread rapidly through his limbs and bones.
    

    

    
      Just then, the tallest masked man suddenly spoke, "Blade Bro, you forgot—Seventh Bro said to catch him alive, not kill him."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      The one addressed as Blade Bro visibly twitched with bulging veins on his forehead and snapped, "If you don’t speak, no one would think you’re mute."
    

    

    
      The man spoke a little aggrievedly, "But Seventh Bro clearly said to catch him alive..."
    

    

    
      "Enough, say no more." Another one tugged at his sleeve, signaling him to shut up.
    

    

    
      Clearly, this big guy wasn’t too bright. 
    

    

    
      As his companions, they knew well enough to endure it.
    

    

    
      Because of the disruption, Chen Ming had recovered, and a bit of confidence returned to his heart.
    

    

    
      Pirates were cutthroat desperadoes who licked blood off their blades—not to be compared to those pampered noble heirs.
    

    

    
      At lower cultivation levels, especially among martial artists of the same rank, cultivation alone often wasn’t the deciding factor in a battle.
    

    

    
      First came mastery of techniques, second was adaptability, and third was courage.
    

    

    
      Therefore, bloodthirsty pirates were far more dangerous than typical martial artists.
    

    

    
      These three were probably even more troublesome than Sun Shicai.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had been able to kill Sun Shicai easily because he was intimately familiar with the Five Elements Saber Technique and clearly understood every variation in Sun Shicai’s moves, allowing him to prepare in advance.
    

    

    
      But he knew nothing about what these three specialized in.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At that moment, Blade Bro said with a sinister grin, "You heard him. Will you come with us obediently, or should we break your arms and legs before taking you away?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gently stroked the hilt of his blade and gave the three of them a glance. "Will you come one by one, or all at once?"
    

    

    
      The big guy barked, "Oh yeah? Looking down on us? Let’s see what you’ve got."
    

    

    
      Enraged, he charged forward.
    

    

    
      Blade Bro’s temples throbbed with fury—Why did they bring this idiot along?
    

    

    
      His companion was also helpless—If they hadn’t brought him, who knows what kind of chaos he would’ve caused?
    

    

    
      While the two exchanged glances, the “idiot” had already engaged Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Though the man wasn’t very bright, his martial skills were solid. His moves were erratic and unorthodox, launching one odd technique after another, throwing Chen Ming into disarray.
    

    

    
      "Seventh Grade!"
    

    

    
      Upon clashing, Chen Ming immediately assessed his opponent’s cultivation level. While relieved, he still had to deal with the strange attacks and simultaneously keep part of his focus on the other two.
    

    

    
      In a blink, the two had exchanged over ten moves.
    

    

    
      "Why is it this move again?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed that this big guy was using the same technique for the third time, and a bold guess came to mind—Could it be that he only knew a few moves?
    

    

    
      Though bizarre, once seen, those odd techniques became easier to counter.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, in the next exchange, the opponent repeated the same move.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately switched from defense to offense. With a twist of his long blade, he executed “Milky Way Reverses,” breaking the attack with ease. As the blade turned, it slashed toward the opponent’s wrist.
    

    

    
      "Ouch!"
    

    

    
      The big guy reacted quickly, discarding his blade and pulling back his hand, retreating rapidly to his companions. Startled, he exclaimed, "Blade Bro, this guy’s saber technique is too good—I can’t beat him."
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV38 opponent. Gained 1000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite surprised—He actually surrendered?
    

    

    
      The system determined victory by either knocking the opponent down or the opponent surrendering outright—even verbally counted.
    

    

    
      So, theoretically, the system could be exploited.
    

    

    
      However, finding someone of much higher cultivation willing to surrender to him was far too difficult.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Blade Bro’s gaze toward Chen Ming grew solemn, and he shouted, "Tough one, attack together!"
    

    

    
      Though the big guy was dim-witted, his few strange moves were no joke. 
    

    

    
      Even when Blade Bro first faced him, he’d nearly been embarrassed.
    

    

    
      Both of them struck simultaneously, launching an attack at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      They too were Seventh Grade martial artists.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming defended flawlessly with his long saber and said, "If I’m not mistaken, you were sent by Sun Shicai, weren’t you?"
    

    

    
      "What Sun Shicai, who cares about that guy—I don’t know him. This brat ain’t as strong as us, Stone, clash with him head-on!"
    

    

    
      Blade Bro was indeed battle-hardened. He quickly realized that although Chen Ming’s saber techniques were exquisite, they had weaknesses.
    

    

    
      The two coordinated perfectly, attacking from the front and rear, forcing him into a fluster. 
    

    

    
      The pressure on Chen Ming mounted—worst of all, there was still a third opponent nearby.
    

    

    
      If he hadn’t raised Swallow Returns Sword Technique to Mastery, there’d be no way to handle this situation.
    

    

    
      These two were only slightly weaker than Sun Shicai, yet far more dangerous to him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming continued, "Sun Shicai is already dead. There’s no point in capturing me now. If you don’t believe it, you can go back and ask your boss..."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, the two men's attacks grew fiercer. 
    

    

    
      Every move aimed for his vital points—vicious and relentless, completely unaffected by what he said.
    

    

    
      Dang!
    

    

    
      Dang!
    

    

    
      Several times, when dodging was impossible, Chen Ming had no choice but to block directly. 
    

    

    
      After a few exchanges, his arms went numb, and his tiger’s mouth throbbed in pain—he could barely hold his blade.
    

    

    
      One of the attackers noticed the opening and exclaimed with joy, "He’s almost done for!"
    

    

    
      He lunged forward, stabbing his short blade toward Chen Ming’s shoulder.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to strike, his eyes caught a flash of white light.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      Startled, he only managed to twist his body slightly—pain shot through his chest as he cried out and rolled to the ground.
    

    

    
      This sudden turn of events had caught everyone completely off guard.
    

    

    
      Blade Bro cried out in shock and rage, "Stone!"
    

    

    
      Instead of retreating, he advanced, slashing down at Chen Ming’s head.
    

    

    
      Whoosh whoosh whoosh!
    

    

    
      A sound of tearing air followed—three streaks of white light shot toward his chest.
    

    

    
      With rapid motions of his short blade, he deflected the three flying knives. Just as he was about to finish off Chen Ming, a sudden sharp pain struck his abdomen—startling him to no end.
    

    

    
      "When did I get stabbed?"
    

    

    
      There had clearly been only three knives earlier, so how did a fourth one appear out of nowhere?
    

    

    
      He suddenly felt a cold dread wash over him and shouted, "Wind’s up, let’s scram!"
    

    

    
      He leapt over the wall and vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      The other two acted just as quickly. The big guy grabbed the wounded Stone and fled with him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming exhaled in relief, though a trace of regret lingered—he hadn’t managed to kill the two of them. Their reaction had been too fast. 
    

    

    
      At the critical moment, they’d avoided fatal strikes, preventing a clean kill.
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV39 enemy. Gained 1100 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV37 enemy. Gained 900 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Still, earning a total of three thousand experience points wasn’t a bad consolation.
    

    

    
      This Flying Knife Technique had been used in actual combat for the first time—and it had proven remarkably effective. 
    

    

    
      In a moment of crisis, he’d turned the tide. If not for it, he might not have survived today’s ambush.
    

    

    
      He thought to himself with some relief, "That Sun Shicai was truly insidious—on one hand plotting against my brother, and on the other sending pirates to ambush me. Good thing I struck first and killed him."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked out through the front gate, blade in hand, and soon spotted Chunxiang and Xiaxiang across the street, both looking anxious.
    

    

    
      "Second Master!"
    

    

    
      The two maids ran over quickly upon seeing him, eyes red, "Are you alright?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "I’m fine. Where are Sister-in-law and Lide, Lirong?"
    

    

    
      "As you instructed earlier, we sent them straight to the medicine hall."
    

    

    
      "Good."
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming feel truly at ease.
    

    

    
      Since he had anticipated Sun Shicai’s attempt against him, he had made preparations. 
    

    

    
      The words he’d spoken earlier to Chunxiang and Xiaxiang had actually been a prearranged signal.
    

    

    
      It meant danger was present at home, telling them to take Madam Wei and his nephew and niece away from the Chen Residence to safety.
    

    

    
      Chunxiang asked, "Second Master, should we move back to the old residence this time?"
    

    

    
      "No need."
    

    

    
      Qingfeng City would likely enter a state of lockdown soon. If those pirates dared show themselves again, they would be killed without mercy.
    

    

    
      That evening, when his elder brother and sister-in-law returned home, naturally, further explanation followed.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Night fell with a hazy calm.
    

    

    
      From outside came the occasional sound of uniform footsteps—rushing in, then rushing away.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat in the courtyard. His right hand was being treated with medicine by Chunxiang.
    

    

    
      The skin of his tiger’s mouth was torn—though only a minor injury, it would take three to five days to heal.
    

    

    
      "The Six Doors Authority really did respond quickly."
    

    

    
      So he thought to himself.
    

    

    
      Clearly, news of the noble scions being attacked had already reached Zhao Shouchang, and the city had begun a thorough investigation.
    

    

    
      As he pondered this, Xiaxiang hurried in, "Second Master, there’s a man outside surnamed Zhao asking to see you."
    

    

    
      Surnamed Zhao?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt puzzled. Among the people he knew, there were indeed some surnamed Zhao, but Xiaxiang knew them too. 
    

    

    
      The way she spoke made it clear this man was a stranger to her.
    

    

    
      In the middle of the night—while the city was under lockdown...
    

    

    
      He said, "Invite him in."
    

    

    
      Xiaxiang hesitated a bit and quietly asked, "Bring him here?"
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      A while later, Xiaxiang returned with the guest, and Chen Ming immediately understood her hesitation. He stood up abruptly, surprised. "Miss Zhao? You… why are you here?"
    

    

    
      The visitor was none other than the daughter of Inspector Zhao Shouchang. Though dressed in men’s attire, anyone observant could easily tell her true gender.
    

    

    
      She had only brought one maid with her and was gently fanning herself. A mischievous smile graced her face. Seeing Chen Ming’s startled expression seemed to delight her.
    

    

    
      "Brother Chen, how have you been?"
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      "Miss, visiting this late at night, I failed to greet you properly. Please forgive the discourtesy."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised, but he still remembered the proper etiquette.
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er said, "Why so many formalities? No need to be distant. I just came to check on you—huh, you’re injured?"
    

    

    
      She had noticed the wound at the base of Chen Ming’s right thumb.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "It’s just a small wound, nothing serious."
    

    

    
      "Was it from your bout with Sun Shicai?" Zhao Yan’er initially intended to show concern, but then immediately sensed something was off and asked with confusion, "That’s not right. You weren’t injured then. How did this happen?"
    

    

    
      So she had been present at the time.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself. He hadn’t noticed this young lady was there too and explained, "After I returned home, I was ambushed by three thieves. I suspect they were sent by Sun Shicai."
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er’s expression turned serious. She had seen Chen Ming’s strength before. For those three thieves to injure him, they couldn’t have been ordinary.
    

    

    
      She asked, "Where are those three thieves now?"
    

    

    
      "They got away."
    

    

    
      "Did you report it to the authorities?"
    

    

    
      "I did. Someone from the Six Doors Authority came."
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming said this, he held little hope in his heart.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors Authority had only sent a Ninth Grade Black-Clad Officer. It was clear they didn’t take the matter seriously. 
    

    

    
      After asking a few questions, the officer left.
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er didn’t press further.
    

    

    
      "No need to keep standing, let’s sit and talk."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming seated her on a rattan chair, then boiled some water and brewed a pot of tea.
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er’s gaze swept over the two plain-looking maids behind him and asked, "Are these your personal maids?"
    

    

    
      "This is Chunxiang, and this is Xiaxiang. Greet her."
    

    

    
      Chunxiang and Xiaxiang immediately bowed. "Chunxiang (Xiaxiang) greets Miss Zhao."
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er noticed that the two maids’ bowing posture was unrefined, and her expression grew even stranger. "Brother Chen devotes himself entirely to martial arts. Admirable indeed."
    

    

    
      She wasn’t unfamiliar with plain-looking maids—her younger brother had a few himself. But those were arranged forcibly by their mother, who feared he was too young and lacking self-control, and that he might be distracted by beauty and neglect his training.
    

    

    
      For martial artists like Chen Ming who came from humble backgrounds, once they attained strength, it was normal for them not to restrain themselves when it came to women. 
    

    

    
      Taking concubines and keeping beautiful maids was entirely expected.
    

    

    
      No martial artist would be reproached for such behavior. Continuing the bloodline was the natural order.
    

    

    
      So, upon seeing Chen Ming’s maids looking like that, she knew this man had a resolute will and wasn’t swayed by beauty. Her opinion of him rose even higher.
    

    

    
      Only those with great ambition could suppress their desires.
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er picked up the teacup with her slender fingers, took a small sip, and then put it down, saying, "Rumor has it you’re a martial arts fanatic, always seeking people to spar with. Is that true?"
    

    

    
      "Indeed."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, seeing her reaction, knew his tea wasn’t refined enough for her taste. He didn’t point it out and nodded. "As they say, true understanding comes through practice. Martial arts aren’t trained—they’re fought. It’s just a shame most martial artists care too much about their reputation, unwilling to risk losing face, and only act when absolutely necessary."
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er mused, "True understanding comes through practice? No wonder your saber technique is so exceptional."
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she picked up the cup again, took another small sip, and still put it down.
    

    

    
      "I know a place where many would be willing to spar with you. But it’s quite dangerous. Are you willing to go?"
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming quickly said, "Please do tell, Miss."
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er said, "Not just anyone can enter that place—you’ll need someone of mine to lead you in. Since I’m helping you, how will you thank me?"
    

    

    
      "If Miss Zhao could help me with such a great favor, I would be deeply grateful. Whatever orders you have in the future, I will do my utmost to fulfill them."
    

    

    
      "You said it!"
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er’s eyes sparkled, and after a moment’s thought, she said, "I haven’t decided what to ask you yet. Let’s just say you owe me a favor. I’ll bring it up when I’ve thought of something."
    

    

    
      "Agreed."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming accepted the condition.
    

    

    
      Then, Zhao Yan’er extended her right pinky and said, "Then it’s settled."
    

    

    
      Wasn’t this a little too ambiguous?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, but still reached out his pinky and hooked it with her fair, delicate finger.
    

    

    
      This scene was seen clearly by the three maids present.
    

    

    
      The beautiful maid behind Zhao Yan’er had a slight change in expression, as if she wanted to stop them but held back.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang looked at the cross-dressing, beautiful girl before them with different eyes. 
    

    

    
      They couldn’t help but wonder—could she be the future first wife?
    

    

    
      Just as the atmosphere grew increasingly suggestive, the sound of footsteps came from outside. 
    

    

    
      A servant led a Black-Clad Officer into the courtyard.
    

    

    
      The servant reported, "Second Master, this young lady entered through the back door, saying she’s here to see you."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already seen the visitor and, for some unknown reason, felt a sudden sense of guilt. 
    

    

    
      It was the same feeling as being caught by a crush while dining alone with another girl.
    

    

    
      It was none other than Xiao Zhuyun, and today, she was alone.
    

    

    
      Normally, either Chunxiang or Xiaxiang would bring her in. But today, they happened to both be serving in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      And so, they had run into each other.
    

    

    
      When Zhao Yan’er and Xiao Zhuyun saw one another, they both clearly froze.
    

    

    
      Neither spoke, and the atmosphere instantly turned awkward.
    

    

    
      "Wait a minute, why am I feeling guilty? There’s nothing going on between me and either of them."
    

    

    
      Thinking this way, Chen Ming relaxed and smiled to break the silence. "What a coincidence today. Both ladies have come by unannounced. It is truly my honor. Since you’re both acquainted, I suppose I don’t need to introduce you?"
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun spoke first. "So it’s Miss Zhao. I almost didn’t recognize you just now. I didn’t expect you to be so close with Brother Chen."
    

    

    
      In the dead of night, you—the dignified daughter of the Inspector—actually disguised yourself and came to a man’s home. Don’t you feel any shame?
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er also smiled. "Sister Xiao, why are you dressed in night attire? I almost thought another thief was here to attack Brother Chen."
    

    

    
      Right back at you!
    

    

    
      Their faces bore smiles, but their gazes clashed invisibly in the air.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had dated several girlfriends before and knew well what women were like. He could sense the invisible gunpowder between them. So, he quickly changed the topic. "Senior Sister Xiao, did you manage to find your sect’s legacy?"
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun looked at him, her gaze softening. "Yes, I found it. Sun Shicai didn’t lie. I came here specifically to thank you, Brother Chen."
    

    

    
      Seeing her gentle expression, Chen Ming understood deep down that she might not have actual feelings for him—perhaps her reaction was simply triggered by seeing him being close with Zhao Yan’er, sparking her competitive instinct.
    

    

    
      Before he could say anything, Zhao Yan’er had already cut in. "Sister really should thank Brother Chen. If not for him holding off Sun Shicai alone, how could you have retrieved your sect’s belongings?"
    

    

    
      This was a veiled jab, mocking how she had abandoned Chen Ming during the fight to chase after her sect’s legacy.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun naturally caught the implication and replied, "I am well aware of Brother Chen’s strength and his exceptional saber skills. How could Sun Shicai be his match?"
    

    

    
      I know Chen Ming’s strength and character very well—what do you know?
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er smiled and asked sweetly, "I wonder how Sister plans to thank Brother Chen? Don’t tell me you’ll offer yourself to him? Sigh, if Qin Shixiong and Young Master He find out, I wonder how heartbroken they’ll be!"
    

    

    
      Even Chunxiang and Xiaxiang, who were usually slow to catch on, could feel just how biting those words were.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun’s eyelid twitched slightly, and she said solemnly, "Miss Zhao, please mind your words. Brother Chen and I share only a gentleman’s friendship."
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er quickly stood up and said apologetically, "So that’s how it is. I misunderstood… I apologize to you both. Rest assured, should I meet Qin Shixiong in the future, I will do my utmost to explain it clearly for you."
    

    

    
      A flicker of anger passed through Xiao Zhuyun’s eyes as she suddenly said, "I heard the Inspector once intended to marry into the Qin family, with the bridegroom being none other than the Seventh Young Master. It’s a pity that match didn’t go through. Could it be that Miss Zhao still has feelings for him?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Yan’er smiled. "Sister, you may not know, my father did favor Qin Shixiong, but I’ve always regarded him as an older brother. That’s why I rejected the proposal."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood to the side, unable to get a word in. He thought to himself, so this is how women argue in this world. To maintain their image, they couldn’t curse, couldn’t lose composure—they could only speak in veiled allusions.
    

    

    
      Quite amusing.
    

    

    
      On the surface, he could only pretend to not understand. At last, he found a chance to speak. "Ladies, it’s getting late. The city is under curfew. Staying longer might bring inconvenience."
    

    

    
      With that, Xiao Zhuyun and Zhao Yan’er both took their leave.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chunxiang and Xiaxiang escorted the two women out separately. On the way back, they whispered to each other.
    

    

    
      "Do you think… they both like Second Master?"
    

    

    
      "Seems likely. The way they were subtly attacking each other just now—clearly jealous."
    

    

    
      "I wonder which one Second Master prefers."
    

    

    
      "Judging by his look, I’d say he hasn’t figured it out yet."
    

    

    
      "I hope Second Master doesn’t marry that Miss Zhao. The First Lady may not be able to keep her in check."
    

    

    
      "I’m more worried he’ll marry them both. Then our household’s inner court will be lively."
    

    

    
      "……"
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      Chapter 79: Giving You Two Choices
    

    

    
      The next morning, Gu Yuantao came knocking again. Upon seeing Chen Ming, he asked with a stern face, "Have you been holding back against me all along?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hadn’t expected such a question and replied, "That depends on how you interpret it."
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao stared into his eyes. "I just want to know—why are you doing this?"
    

    

    
      Yesterday, he had heard the news that Chen Ming had killed Sun Shicai at the Governor's Office. 
    

    

    
      It shocked him deeply.
    

    

    
      A few years ago, his elder brother had once fought Sun Shicai to a draw, which spoke volumes of the latter’s strength.
    

    

    
      As for himself, he had yet to reach his brother’s former level.
    

    

    
      In comparison, it became evident to him that Chen Ming had been going easy on him during their sparring.
    

    

    
      "Sit."
    

    

    
      The two entered the courtyard where Chen Ming lived. 
    

    

    
      After inviting him to sit down, Chen Ming organized his words before saying, "Brother Gu comes from a prestigious family, so it’s natural that you may not understand a martial artist like me, who has no lineage to inherit. For me, constantly exchanging moves with different people, experiencing all kinds of martial arts, and absorbing the strengths of various schools is the only way to continuously refine my saber techniques. Brother Gu’s swordsmanship is honed to perfection and extremely exemplary. Every time I spar with you, I gain insight."
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao seemed to accept this explanation and did not pursue the matter further. Instead, he raised a request. "I want to know the true gap between us, so I hope Brother Chen won’t hold back."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at him. Seeing his resolute gaze, he agreed, "Alright."
    

    

    
      Now this was a true martial fanatic—seeking out a beating willingly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      A moment later.
    

    

    
      Clang—Gu Yuantao’s longsword flew from his hand, spinning a few times in the air before embedding itself into the gap between stone slabs.
    

    

    
      He stood there, stunned, not responding for a long time.
    

    

    
      Three moves!
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even been able to take three moves from Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Chen Ming had used his left hand due to an injury in his right.
    

    

    
      Was the gap really that vast?
    

    

    
      After a long while, light finally returned to Gu Yuantao’s eyes. He silently walked over, pulled the treasured sword from the ground, cupped his hands toward Chen Ming, and turned to leave.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched his desolate figure and thought with some regret—after such a blow, he probably wouldn’t come again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the following days, the Six Doors Authority began taking action, arresting people everywhere and strictly investigating those with unclear backgrounds. Fights occasionally broke out.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, of course, stayed indoors, merely sending someone out to gather information.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian dropped by a few times, relaying what he had learned to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      What was confirmed so far was that eight scions of noble families had gone missing.
    

    

    
      In addition, four others had been attacked, but survived thanks to expert guards by their sides.
    

    

    
      Among the missing eight were people Chen Ming knew—Tian Qiming and Wang Ruisheng, whom he had faced at the Martial Gathering. 
    

    

    
      Also included was the young master from the He Family of Gu County, who had once come to Wu’s Martial School to “greet” Old Liu.
    

    

    
      In other words, the son of Old Liu’s enemy.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming heard that name, he even wondered if Old Liu had done it.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      On the fifth day after Chen Ming killed Sun Shicai, in the morning, a seventh-grade Patrol Envoy from the Six Doors Authority came to visit, asking to see Chen Ming by name.
    

    

    
      Upon receiving the news, Chen Ming hurried out to greet him, seeing a man in his thirties dressed in blue official attire. He saluted and said, "Esteemed sir, may I ask what brings you to see me?"
    

    

    
      The Patrol Envoy chuckled warmly and replied, "Second Young Master Chen is indeed as handsome and elegant as the rumors say. My name is Chen Yong. Technically, we’re from the same clan."
    

    

    
      "Lord Chen flatters me."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt puzzled—he didn’t know this person. Wasn’t he being a bit too enthusiastic?
    

    

    
      Chen Yong said, "A few days ago, wasn’t Young Master Chen attacked by bandits? Based on your description, we caught three suspects. I’ve come to invite you to identify them."
    

    

    
      "Well—"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was already thinking of how to decline.
    

    

    
      Just for something like this, a seventh-grade Patrol Envoy came personally? Impossible.
    

    

    
      He sensed the whiff of a conspiracy.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Yong whispered, "The young lady instructed me to come, said it was time to fulfill a promise."
    

    

    
      Young lady?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart stirred. "The young lady you speak of is?"
    

    

    
      Chen Yong smiled. "I serve in the Governor’s household. I’m used to calling her young lady."
    

    

    
      So it was Zhao Xiyan who sent him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recalled that night a few days ago when she had said she’d find a place for him to spar. He had assumed she was too busy and had forgotten.
    

    

    
      He said, "I didn’t expect you to be a trusted aide of the Governor. My apologies. In that case, let’s go."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed Chen Yong to the main prison of the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      This wasn’t the same place Chen Ming had been held previously. 
    

    

    
      Back then, he was just a commoner, unworthy of being imprisoned here.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors main prison held only martial artists.
    

    

    
      It was heavily guarded, manned by fully armored warriors.
    

    

    
      The prison gates were made entirely of steel. Once shut, even a third-grade expert couldn’t break through.
    

    

    
      With an official warrant in hand, Chen Yong successfully brought Chen Ming inside.
    

    

    
      As the gates opened, mechanical sounds echoed, resembling gear mechanisms.
    

    

    
      Once they entered, the doors shut again.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt the temperature drop noticeably.
    

    

    
      Chen Yong explained, "There are three levels here. Those below seventh grade are all held on the first floor. Cell Block A holds ninth and eighth grades; seventh-grade prisoners are in Block B. Just through that door."
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming walked through, he saw many prisoners stretching out their hands, loudly crying out their grievances.
    

    

    
      He asked, "All arrested recently?"
    

    

    
      Recently, the Six Doors had been capturing people everywhere. Whether they could catch the culprits who attacked the noble youths remained to be seen. But one thing was certain—Qingfeng City’s law and order would improve significantly for the next year or two.
    

    

    
      "Yes. Most are of unknown origin—some are pirate informants, others enemy spies. Of course, there are also innocent ones. But since they can’t prove their innocence, they can only consider themselves unlucky."
    

    

    
      "Yeah, we’ve run into a crackdown. How could we not be unlucky?"
    

    

    
      As the two conversed, they finally passed through the central gate and entered Cell Block B.
    

    

    
      The temperature dropped even further inside.
    

    

    
      There were noticeably fewer prisoners in Cell Block B.
    

    

    
      "This man is assisting me in interrogating the prisoners."
    

    

    
      Chen Yong introduced Chen Ming’s identity to the jailers.
    

    

    
      With the official warrant in hand, whatever he said naturally went unquestioned. 
    

    

    
      The jailers wouldn’t ask foolish questions.
    

    

    
      Before long, the jailers brought the two of them before a cell. "These are the three who were captured yesterday. They reek of the sea—you can tell they make a living at sea without even needing interrogation."
    

    

    
      Chen Yong asked Chen Ming, "Are these the three?"
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recognized them at a glance—they were the ones who had ambushed him at his home a few days ago.
    

    

    
      Chen Yong ordered the jailers, "Open the door."
    

    

    
      After the jailers opened the door, he patted Chen Ming on the shoulder and said, "Go ahead. As long as you don’t kill them, you can do whatever you want."
    

    

    
      So, the place Zhao Xiyan mentioned—where one could freely spar without rejection—was the main prison of the Six Doors Authority?
    

    

    
      One had to admit, she was quite the thinker.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes lit up at once. He suddenly grabbed the departing Chen Yong and asked, "Can I use all the prisoners here?"
    

    

    
      Chen Yong smiled. "Of course. But it’s best not to kill them, otherwise, it’ll be a bit troublesome."
    

    

    
      Only "a bit troublesome"—the implication was that killing one or two wouldn’t be a big issue.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was genuinely surprised. The daughter of the Governor had this much influence?
    

    

    
      A small detail revealed a greater truth—just how deeply corroded the so-called system of the Great Jin Dynasty was.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming walked into the cell, Blade Bro looked up from the ground. His expression changed, and he cried out, "It’s you?!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pointed at him and ordered the jailers, "Take this man to the interrogation room."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      Two jailers stepped forward and dragged him away.
    

    

    
      "Blade Bro—"
    

    

    
      "Blade Bro, you must hold on. Don’t sell out Seventh Bro..."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing those words, Chen Ming couldn’t help but chuckle. Was that big fool really stupid, or just pretending?
    

    

    
      Blade Bro shouted, "If you’ve got guts, unshackle me and fight me head-on..."
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, his hands and feet were shackled with heavy irons, and his clavicles had been pierced. He couldn’t use his strength at all. 
    

    

    
      Like a cripple, he was dragged away by the jailers into the interrogation room.
    

    

    
      Though called an interrogation room, it was actually a torture chamber, filled with all sorts of terrifying tools—many of which still bore bloodstains.
    

    

    
      The moment they entered, the thick, never-fading scent of blood assaulted them.
    

    

    
      Blade Bro’s face turned pale immediately. He roared, "If you’ve got the guts, kill me..."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming ignored his cowardly bravado and said to the jailers, "Please, would you two big brothers unshackle him?"
    

    

    
      That one "big brothers" made the two jailers feel as if their bones had become weightless. "You’re too kind, my lord. This man is a seventh-grade martial artist and a desperate one. If we unshackle him, I’m afraid..."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Don’t worry. With me here, he won’t cause trouble."
    

    

    
      Since he spoke with such confidence, the jailers didn’t argue further. 
    

    

    
      They stepped forward and removed the shackles from Blade Bro’s hands and feet, and even unlocked the chain embedded in his clavicles.
    

    

    
      Blade Bro had already quieted down by now. 
    

    

    
      As he felt the restraints lifting and his familiar strength returning, he was a bit dazed—unsure what Chen Ming was planning.
    

    

    
      The two jailers slipped away quickly. Their strength was low—they couldn’t risk facing the wrath of a seventh-grade martial artist.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked a saber from the wall and threw it at Blade Bro’s feet. "Pick it up. Fight me. If you win, I’ll let you go."
    

    

    
      After hearing this, Blade Bro gave a cold laugh. "You can kill me, but you can’t humiliate me. I won’t give you what you want. If you’ve got the guts, kill me."
    

    

    
      His abdominal wound hadn’t healed, and he had been injured further when captured. He was no match for Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Knowing he’d lose, he wouldn’t disgrace himself.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t in a hurry. He said, "Do you know about a punishment in prison called solitary confinement? Locked in a small cage, where you can only hunch over—no sitting, no lying down. Utter darkness. Nothing to see, nothing to hear. Half a month in there. Can you imagine that?"
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this description, Blade Bro couldn’t help but shiver.
    

    

    
      He was a pirate. 
    

    

    
      Among pirates, there was a form of water torture used to punish disobedient subordinates. He had seen it before. 
    

    

    
      Solitary confinement sounded even worse.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Don’t fight, and it’s fifteen days of solitary. Fight, and even if you lose, I’ll give you meat every day. Your choice."
    

    

    
      Blade Bro’s eyes turned bloodshot. He picked up the saber and lunged at him like a madman.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming countered with a single stroke and knocked him to the ground.
    

    

    
      Right now, Blade Bro was pitifully weak—he couldn’t even withstand one move.
    

    

    
      He lay on the floor, unable to get up for a long time.
    

    

    
      [You have defeated an LV39 opponent again, gaining 550 experience points.]
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw the prompt and was overjoyed.
    

    

    
      Finally got the bug!
    

    

    
      So the System calculated experience purely based on level, regardless of condition. 
    

    

    
      As long as the level was there, full experience would still be awarded.
    

    

    
      As Blade Bro caught his breath, Chen Ming said, "I’ll give you another chance."
    

    

    
      Looking at the young man’s smiling face, Blade Bro felt as though he were staring into the face of a demon.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Blade Bro was shackled again and dragged back to the cell, the big fool named Stone in the same cell asked worriedly, "Blade Bro, are you alright?"
    

    

    
      "Blade Bro, did you talk?"
    

    

    
      Blade Bro was tossed in and lay motionless on the ground, eyes vacant, devoid of any light.
    

    

    
      The two were overwhelmed with grief and anger. "Blade Bro, what did that bastard do to you?"
    

    

    
      Just then, two jailers stepped forward, one grabbing each of them. "Your turn."
    

    

    
      "Let me go! I don’t know anything..." Stone’s face changed drastically as he struggled desperately.
    

    

    
      "I will never betray Seventh Bro!" the big fool shouted.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Stone could no longer hold back. "Shut up, you idiot! If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t have been caught!"
    

    

    
      The big fool erupted in rage. "You’re the idiot! You were the one who got spotted by the Six Doors Authority first!"
    

    

    
      Stone went berserk. "Let me go! I’m going to kill this moron first!"
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      【You have once again defeated an LV38 opponent, gaining 500 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You have once again defeated an LV38 opponent, gaining 300 experience points】
    

    

    
      【……】
    

    

    
      That day, Chen Ming spent the entire time inside the Six Doors Authority’s prison, bringing out the prisoners from Cell Block B one by one, tossing them a knife, and sparring with them.
    

    

    
      To call it sparring was really just to say—it was beatings and humiliation.
    

    

    
      None of these prisoners were uninjured, so how could they be his match?
    

    

    
      One by one, the prisoners seethed with anger but dared not speak.
    

    

    
      However, not everyone was cooperative.
    

    

    
      Among them, there was one hard-boned man who, even when he heard about “solitary confinement,” only sneered coldly, his face full of disdain.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had always admired such tough bones. He didn’t make things difficult for him and simply ordered the jailers to send him back.
    

    

    
      Then he asked the jailer beside him, “What crime did this man commit?”
    

    

    
      “Murder. It’s said he killed the illegitimate son of the owner of Four Seas Bank. He’s been sentenced to death and is just waiting for the execution after autumn.”
    

    

    
      Four Seas Bank, huh.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming came to a realization. 
    

    

    
      No wonder—this man even dared to kill the son of Four Seas Bank’s owner. He must be someone bold beyond reason.
    

    

    
      In Qingfeng City, those sea merchants were truly giant crocodiles. 
    

    

    
      They usually kept a low profile, but their influence was immense. It was just that their power manifested in different ways—not the same kind as influential families like the Gu Family.
    

    

    
      In terms of political clout, even ten Gu Families couldn’t compare to a single Four Seas Bank.
    

    

    
      He asked curiously, “Why did he kill someone?”
    

    

    
      That jailer said, “It’s said it was to stand up for a widowed mother and her orphan. That was a month ago. That young master wanted to seize the woman’s house, so he forged a debt note supposedly signed by her deceased husband and came demanding money. The woman was fierce and picked up a kitchen knife to fight. The young master became enraged and wanted to kill her on the spot. This Ding Guangnan couldn’t bear to see it and stepped in, beating that young master to death…”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Chen Ming suddenly remembered. His sister-in-law had even mentioned this incident at the dinner table. It had caused quite a stir at the time.
    

    

    
      He didn’t expect that the tough guy from just now was the very man himself.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “What’s the background of this Ding Guangnan?”
    

    

    
      “From out of town. He never reported which sect he belongs to, so no one knows his origin. But really, what sect would matter? After killing the son of Four Seas Bank’s owner, how could there be a path to survival?”
    

    

    
      From the jailer’s regretful tone, it was clear he felt sympathetic toward Ding Guangnan.
    

    

    
      That must be the simple sense of right and wrong held by the people of this world.
    

    

    
      While Chen Ming was pondering this, two more jailers arrived with another prisoner. According to the records, this man’s name was Fu Zhengyang. 
    

    

    
      He had been arrested just a few days ago. 
    

    

    
      Said to be from Wanzhou, thousands of li away from Jiangzhou, his identity couldn’t be verified at all.
    

    

    
      When the prisoner arrived, he appeared meek and cooperative—very different from the others.
    

    

    
      The other prisoners either cursed loudly, stayed silent, or looked scornful.
    

    

    
      This one, however, showed none of the arrogance expected from a Seventh Grade Martial Artist. He looked utterly honest.
    

    

    
      Fu Zhengyang appeared to be around forty, with the air of a traveling merchant. Though he was also in shackles, his shoulder blades had not been pierced. 
    

    

    
      As soon as he entered, he bent at the waist, wore a bitter expression, and said, “My lord, I’ve already confessed everything I know. I really just came to visit relatives…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming waved a hand to interrupt him, “I didn’t bring you here to ask about that.”
    

    

    
      Then he signaled for the jailers to unshackle him.
    

    

    
      As usual, he tossed him a knife.
    

    

    
      “As long as you can beat me, I’ll let you go. Even if you lose, you’ll still get an extra meal with meat.”
    

    

    
      Fu Zhengyang still looked hesitant, but upon hearing there would be extra food—and meat, at that—he instinctively licked his lips. 
    

    

    
      After hesitating a few seconds, he steeled himself and picked up the knife from the ground.
    

    

    
      He braced himself and said, “M-My lord, here I come. Please be careful.”
    

    

    
      Seeing him like this, Chen Ming couldn’t believe he was a martial artist. 
    

    

    
      He wondered how the man had even reached Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      “Come on, then.”
    

    

    
      Fu Zhengyang slashed at him with some technique, indicating formal training. However, the man dared not aim directly at Chen Ming and missed badly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spun around and smacked the knife from his hand with a backhanded slash.
    

    

    
      “Aiyo!”
    

    

    
      Fu Zhengyang jumped in fright, backing away several steps, and quickly said, “My lord, your martial arts are far too superior. I’m no match.”
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was about to speak, a prompt suddenly popped up before his eyes, causing his eyelids to twitch.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV42 opponent, gaining 2200 experience points】
    

    

    
      He was startled and thought he saw wrong. But after checking closely, it was indeed Level 42.
    

    

    
      According to the System’s level classification, anything above Level 40 equated to Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      This man was actually a Sixth Grade expert!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart pounded wildly, though his face remained calm. 
    

    

    
      He called in the jailers to re-shackle Fu Zhengyang and send him back to the prison cell.
    

    

    
      Only after the dangerous man was taken away did he breathe a sigh of relief, realizing his back was drenched in sweat.
    

    

    
      “So close—”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a lingering sense of fear.
    

    

    
      Who could have imagined that inside a place meant to hold Seventh Grade Martial Artists, a Sixth Grade expert had been hiding all along? And he had even personally unshackled him to spar.
    

    

    
      If Fu Zhengyang had even a sliver of murderous intent, he would most likely be dead today.
    

    

    
      Though the difference between Seventh Grade and Sixth Grade was only one level, the disparity in power was like a chasm. They weren’t on the same level at all.
    

    

    
      As for why this man had hidden his true cultivation and how he had concealed it from the people of the Six Doors Authority, Chen Ming didn’t want to know at all.
    

    

    
      He only stayed away from matters beyond his current level of power.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      By the end of the day, Chen Ming had sparred with all nine prisoners from Cell Block B, except Ding Guangnan.
    

    

    
      In total, he earned 11,550 experience points, setting a new single-day record.
    

    

    
      This place was truly a treasure trove.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had “sparred” with each prisoner three times, squeezing them dry.
    

    

    
      With these prisoners, there was no need to hold back.
    

    

    
      When he stepped out of the prison, it was already afternoon. 
    

    

    
      Before leaving, he took out one hundred taels and gave them to the head jailer of Cell Block B, asking him to provide extra meals for all nine prisoners.
    

    

    
      It didn’t take that much money just to provide extra meals. The rest, naturally, was the jailer’s benefit—an unspoken understanding.
    

    

    
        ……
    

    

    
      In the days that followed, Chen Ming went to the Six Doors Authority’s prison every day, come rain or shine.
    

    

    
      Unlike the first day when he went empty-handed, now he brought various wines and foods daily to treat the prison guards.
    

    

    
      Making good connections with those in charge never hurt.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming “interrogated” the prisoners every day. Except for Fu Zhengyang, the other eight prisoners were sparred with three times each, daily.
    

    

    
      This way, he consistently gained 6300 experience points every day.
    

    

    
      Opportunities to farm such massive experience gains daily were rare.
    

    

    
      By the fifth day, new prisoners began to be brought in. Within a few days, there were already thirteen prisoners in Cell Block B.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was so engrossed in gaining experience that he forgot about everything else.
    

    

    
      However, such good days couldn’t last forever.
    

    

    
      That morning, Chen Ming went to the prison as usual, but unexpectedly ran into Chen Yong. “Lord Chen, aren’t you out catching criminals today?”
    

    

    
      Chen Yong’s expression didn’t look good. He pulled him aside and said, “I don’t know who it was, but someone reported your daily visits to the prison to Patrol Envoy Yu. Unfortunately, prison affairs fall under his jurisdiction. Because of what happened with Patrol Envoy Sun, he already dislikes you. Thanks to Miss Zhao, he won’t pursue the matter. But starting tomorrow, they won’t let you in anymore.”
    

    

    
      Damn you, Yu Xiuming!
    

    

    
      Just you wait.
    

    

    
      A glint of cold light flashed in Chen Ming’s eyes as murderous intent surged within.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t liked or disliked Yu Xiuming before. But this guy just had to meddle and cut off his shortcut to gaining experience.
    

    

    
      That made him an enemy for life.
    

    

    
      He said, “Regardless, thank you for these past two weeks, Lord Chen.”
    

    

    
      Chen Yong replied, “If you want to thank someone, thank Miss Zhao instead.”
    

    

    
      “Credit where it’s due. I’ll thank your young lady properly. But I’ll also remember how you’ve looked out for me, Lord Chen.”
    

    

    
      These words made Chen Yong feel quite pleased, and his smile grew more genuine. He lowered his voice and said, “No need to take it to heart, young master. Patrol Envoy Yu came to Qingfeng City for merit. He’ll be reassigned within a year or two. Once he’s gone, Miss Zhao will naturally find a way to get you back into the prison.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Anyway, since he could still gain experience today, Chen Ming’s mood immediately brightened.
    

    

    
      He brought in wine and food, distributing them among the guards.
    

    

    
      Then, he had them bring the prisoners out one by one.
    

    

    
      Just like before, the first to appear were the three pirates who had once attacked him.
    

    

    
      After going through them, he finally had Ding Guangnan brought over.
    

    

    
      Ding Guangnan was in even worse shape than before, with several new wounds on his body.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pulled out a bottle of wine, poured a cup, and said, “I heard about what happened. You’re a real man. I salute you with this cup.”
    

    

    
      Ding Guangnan didn’t move. 
    

    

    
      Lying on the ground, it was unclear whether he disdained drinking with a Six Doors Authority lackey or simply lacked the strength.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t take offense. 
    

    

    
      After downing the wine, he added, “This is my last time here. After today, we likely won’t meet again. Do you have any last words?”
    

    

    
      After a while, Ding Guangnan still gave no response.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed, drank another cup of wine, and said no more. He had someone return him to his cell.
    

    

    
      Then, he left the prison.
    

    

    
      As he stepped out the main gate, he suddenly thought of Fu Zhengyang, the one who had hidden his cultivation.
    

    

    
      There were many stories here—and many secrets hidden, too.
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      Gu Family, after experiencing the fierce battle that day, was severely damaged and had not been rebuilt. 
    

    

    
      They had merely cleared away the collapsed bricks and timber.
    

    

    
      The once expansive Gu Family residence now had only a few scattered buildings remaining. It was empty and lifeless, exuding a desolate atmosphere.
    

    

    
      As the saying goes, a dead camel is still bigger than a horse. 
    

    

    
      Even though the family had been looted by pirates, the wealth accumulated by the Gu Family over hundreds of years remained vast. 
    

    

    
      They still had enough funds to rebuild.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao had once sworn that he would not rebuild the Gu Family estate until the family had risen again.
    

    

    
      Every morning, the first thing he saw was the ruins of the old residence. 
    

    

    
      It reminded him of the family’s humiliation, spurring him on.
    

    

    
      He lived in one of the small courtyards, attended only by two servants—one maidservant who did the laundry and cooking, and one old servant who swept the grounds.
    

    

    
      These two servants had been born in the Gu Family, spent their whole lives serving there, and had lost all their family members in that catastrophe. 
    

    

    
      They had nowhere else to go.
    

    

    
      Recently, however, with the arrival of his cousin Zhou Weihao, the old residence had become somewhat livelier.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was a pampered nobleman who couldn’t endure hardship. 
    

    

    
      He brought along many family retainers and often had them busy even before dawn.
    

    

    
      Another early morning.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao got up early to train. 
    

    

    
      Even someone like him showed no slack when it came to martial practice.
    

    

    
      When he got up, he heard noises from the courtyard next door—it was Gu Yuantao practicing swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      An hour later.
    

    

    
      When he finished his morning training and was preparing to eat breakfast, the sword practice next door had not ceased.
    

    

    
      This happened every single day.
    

    

    
      After washing his hands, Zhou Weihao ate his breakfast while listening to the sound of a longsword slicing through the air. 
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but feel a bit of sympathy. Previously, he had been closest to this cousin of his. 
    

    

    
      They would often enjoy gourmet food together, bring a few friends up the mountain for hunting, and sneak off to brothels behind their family's back…
    

    

    
      But ever since the Gu Family’s downfall, Gu Yuantao had changed. He did nothing but train and read every day. Not a moment of rest.
    

    

    
      Such a life—how boring it must be.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After finishing breakfast, with Gu Yuantao still practicing swordsmanship, Zhou Weihao walked to the adjacent courtyard and stood at the entrance for a while. 
    

    

    
      Suddenly, his expression changed, a look of shock flashing through his eyes.
    

    

    
      It had only been twenty days, yet his cousin’s swordsmanship had reached another level.
    

    

    
      The last time he had seen him fight was at the Chen Residence during a spar with Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Back then, their skills had been roughly equal.
    

    

    
      Now…
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao only watched for a moment and could already tell that he was no longer a match for this cousin of his.
    

    

    
      In less than a month, how had his swordsmanship improved so drastically?
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was deeply shocked.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Gu Yuantao finished his sword routine and finally stopped. He stood still with his eyes closed, seemingly deep in thought.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao walked over, unable to conceal his excitement in his tone. "Your swordsmanship has improved so quickly—how did you do it?"
    

    

    
      But Gu Yuantao seemed not to hear him. His brows were tightly furrowed as he muttered, "Not enough… still far from enough."
    

    

    
      Then, he opened his eyes once more. 
    

    

    
      In his eyes burned intense frustration and fury. 
    

    

    
      The longsword in his hand slashed through the air again—he resumed his training.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was dumbfounded. 
    

    

    
      With such progress, he still wasn’t satisfied?
    

    

    
      Not enough… what did that mean?
    

    

    
      He had a faint guess in his heart but dared not dwell on it.
    

    

    
      He stood for a while longer, but seeing that Gu Yuantao ignored him completely, he began to feel bored and left on his own.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao had the carriage prepared and headed straight to the gambling house.
    

    

    
      But upon arriving at the entrance, he suddenly lost interest and didn’t even go in. 
    

    

    
      He told the coachman to change direction. 
    

    

    
      He went to a few other places—the cockfighting pit, a restaurant, and even a teahouse filled with beautiful women…
    

    

    
      Yet at each location, he ended up not going in.
    

    

    
      And so, the carriage roamed around the city the entire morning.
    

    

    
      Unconsciously, the carriage arrived at Xiushui Street.
    

    

    
      "Stop."
    

    

    
      Through the window, Zhou Weihao spotted a household and, as if possessed, suddenly called out.
    

    

    
      Above that household’s main gate were the characters: "Chen Residence".
    

    

    
      His expression changed slightly. 
    

    

    
      After a deep breath, his gaze grew firm. 
    

    

    
      He stepped out of the carriage, adjusted his clothes, and stepped forward to knock on the door.
    

    

    
      "Zhou Weihao of the Zhou Family seeks an audience with your second young master."
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the backyard, Chen Ming was seated on a rattan chair with a book in hand, looking glum.
    

    

    
      After turning a page, he irritably flung the book aside and cursed, "What the hell is this garbage?"
    

    

    
      It was a novel. 
    

    

    
      He’d picked it up to kill some time but after forcing himself through seven or eight pages, he couldn’t take it anymore.
    

    

    
      The prose was fine, but the story was utter trash—and clichéd to boot. 
    

    

    
      He really couldn’t continue reading.
    

    

    
      Sigh, this was the second day he missed the Six Doors Authority prison.
    

    

    
      Spring Fragrance, who was serving nearby, had never seen him so upset before. 
    

    

    
      Not knowing the reason for his frustration, she grew anxious. "Shall I fetch another book?"
    

    

    
      "No more reading."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming waved her off.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Summer Fragrance came running over. "Second Master, that Zhao… young master has come again."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan was here?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately stood up. "Quick, take me to greet her."
    

    

    
      This Miss Zhao was his benefactor.
    

    

    
      After delivering him such a big gift, he naturally had to show proper hospitality.
    

    

    
      He had just stepped out of the courtyard when he saw Zhao Xiyan, now dressed in men’s clothes and holding a folding fan, walking toward him.
    

    

    
      "Apologies for not greeting you sooner, Young Master Zhao. I beg your pardon."
    

    

    
      "It was I who came unannounced."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan walked directly into the courtyard without a hint of formality, as if returning to her own home.
    

    

    
      After sitting down, she said, "I didn’t expect Yu Xiuming to be so petty. He’s still holding a grudge against you. He actually blocked your access to the prison."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming merely smiled.
    

    

    
      It would be strange if Yu Xiuming didn’t hate him. 
    

    

    
      The relationship between Sun Shicai and Yu Xiuming had been hidden so deeply—this surely involved elaborate schemes and conspiracies.
    

    

    
      He had ruined Yu Xiuming’s plans; it was already fortunate the man hadn’t retaliated.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan continued, "Yu Xiuming does come from an unusual background. If he’s set on blocking this, even my father can’t push through with force."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "To have even half a month is already enough for me. For Young Master to go to such lengths on my behalf, Chen is endlessly grateful."
    

    

    
      "Once Yu Xiuming is transferred, you’ll be free to enter the prison at will."
    

    

    
      By then, it would no longer be necessary.
    

    

    
      So thought Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      He was already close to reaching the peak of Seventh Grade—perhaps by then, he would already be Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      In Qingfeng City, the number of Sixth Grade martial artists had dropped off a cliff. 
    

    

    
      Excluding the sea merchants, there were barely a dozen.
    

    

    
      In the prison of the Six Doors Authority, there wasn’t a single one. 
    

    

    
      No, correction—there was only one: Fu Zhengyang, who had concealed his cultivation and was locked in Cell B.
    

    

    
      Once one reached Sixth Grade, finding someone to spar with became even harder.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming did not continue on that topic. Instead, he asked, "Have those culprits been caught?"
    

    

    
      He was referring to the attackers who had recently ambushed the young masters leaving Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      At the mention of this, a shadow flickered through Zhao Xiyan’s eyes. 
    

    

    
      She shook her head. "These people vanished into thin air. The Six Doors Authority has practically mobilized its entire force—scraped the ground clean—but still uncovered nothing useful."
    

    

    
      Her father had just taken office, and then this happened. 
    

    

    
      The victims were precisely those who had come to attend the martial gathering her father organized.
    

    

    
      One couldn’t help but suspect this incident was aimed at her father.
    

    

    
      Which only made the whole affair even more murky and mysterious.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      "Young Master, my Second Master is currently entertaining a guest. Please wait a moment."
    

    

    
      A servant politely said after leading Zhou Weihao inside.
    

    

    
      After the misunderstanding incident between Xiao Zhuyun and Zhao Xiyan last time, Chen Ming had specifically instructed the staff not to lead guests directly to him.
    

    

    
      Though Zhou Weihao felt a bit slighted, to his own surprise, he wasn’t angry. 
    

    

    
      He waited patiently.
    

    

    
      The last time he had waited this calmly was for the new courtesan at Jiangzhou’s Yixiang Pavilion.
    

    

    
      This wait lasted a full half hour.
    

    

    
      The tea on his table had been changed six times before Chen Ming finally arrived, strolling in leisurely. 
    

    

    
      Seeing him, Chen Ming looked a bit surprised and said, "Young Master Zhou, what a rare guest indeed."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao maintained the composure of a noble family’s scion and replied coolly, "I’ve been lingering in Qingfeng City recently. Been everywhere and found it all rather dull. Happened to pass by your home and suddenly remembered you mentioned wanting to spar last time. Felt a bit itchy, so I dropped by. Didn’t expect you to be so busy."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes lit up slightly, his tone becoming much more affable. "Apologies. I truly had an important guest earlier. Had I known it was Young Master Zhou visiting, I would’ve come sooner. For keeping you waiting, I sincerely apologize."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao felt much more comfortable hearing this.
    

    

    
      "In that case, let’s not waste any more time. Let’s begin."
    

    

    
      "Very well. Please follow me."
    

    

    
      The two went to the training grounds in the backyard and officially began their spar.
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      "Nothing more than this!"
    

    

    
      After Zhou Weihao exchanged blows with Chen Ming, he was cautious at first, guarding himself tightly without leaving any openings. However, after over a dozen moves, he didn’t feel much pressure and that thought surfaced in his mind.
    

    

    
      So, his sword momentum surged, turning defense into offense.
    

    

    
      In an instant, sword light flashed across the courtyard, completely enveloping Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao felt that since the day he picked up a sword, he had never felt as free as he did at that moment—able to strike uninhibitedly, unleashing his entire repertoire of sword techniques.
    

    

    
      At this moment, as if blessed by inspiration, he was even able to execute some techniques he hadn’t fully grasped before with ease.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until over a hundred exchanges that he began to feel pressure. 
    

    

    
      A moment of carelessness and a blade was at his throat. He had lost.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao felt a tinge of regret, thinking, "I shouldn’t have used that move."
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming took a step back and cupped his fists, saying, "You let me win."
    

    

    
      Only then did Zhou Weihao regain his clarity and realize that the other party had been going easy on him all along.
    

    

    
      "What a fascinating person."
    

    

    
      Although he had lost, he didn’t feel embarrassed at all, nor did he lose face. In fact, he found himself wanting more.
    

    

    
      To show mercy so flawlessly—this man was truly exceptional!
    

    

    
      No wonder his cousin liked to spar with Chen Ming so often. 
    

    

    
      Now it all made sense.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao laughed and said, "Brother Chen, your saber technique is indeed formidable. I’m impressed."
    

    

    
      By calling him Brother Chen, he had acknowledged him from the heart.
    

    

    
      "Brother Zhou, your Tianxuan Sword Technique was truly eye-opening for me."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said, "Then let’s spar again next time."
    

    

    
      "It’s a deal."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought this Young Master Zhou was also quite the character. 
    

    

    
      The last time they met, he was arrogant beyond reason. Yet after just one exchange, he became all warm and friendly, even staying for lunch.
    

    

    
      A few cups of wine later, he was calling Chen Ming ‘brother’ like they were sworn siblings, practically eager to swear brotherhood on the spot.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until nightfall that Zhou Weihao reluctantly said his goodbyes, even inviting him to visit a brothel next time.
    

    

    
      Still, his chatter was rather entertaining and broadened Chen Ming’s horizons. He now knew which entertainment venue in Qingfeng City was the most luxurious, which establishment had the prettiest girls—
    

    

    
      And what the three most famous courtesans in the city were best known for...
    

    

    
      This guy had only been in Qingfeng City for less than a month, yet he had thoroughly explored every entertainment venue and had detailed insights on them all.
    

    

    
      After seeing him off at the front gate, Chen Ming returned to the courtyard and opened the panel.
    

    

    
      [Level: 36]
    

    

    
      [Current Points: 53,221]
    

    

    
      [Internal Arts: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level, Perfection), Three Suns Body Tempering (Eighth Level, 60,000/70,000)]
    

    

    
      [Martial Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery)]
    

    

    
      In just half a month, during his time in the Six Doors Authority Prison, he had accumulated a staggering total of 160,000 experience points.
    

    

    
      This was exactly why he now hated Yu Xiuming even more.
    

    

    
      If not for him, Chen Ming would’ve been able to fully complete the Ninth Level of Three Suns Body Tempering in just another ten days or so.
    

    

    
      "Add points."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming directly maxed out the Eighth Level.
    

    

    
      [Level: 37]
    

    

    
      [Current Points: 43,221]
    

    

    
      [Internal Arts: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level, Perfection), Three Suns Body Tempering (Ninth Level, 0/100,000)]
    

    

    
      [Martial Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery)]
    

    

    
      His level had increased by one.
    

    

    
      The Ninth Level required 100,000 experience points. He still needed nearly 60,000 more.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming mentally calculated—if he could find one Seventh Grade Martial Artist per day to spar with, combined with the 100 points from bullying academy students, that would total 400 points a day. In a month, that would be 12,000 points.
    

    

    
      So, five months.
    

    

    
      Not too long.
    

    

    
      With that thought, the frustration in Chen Ming’s heart finally dissipated.
    

    

    
      Those 160,000 experience points were a windfall. It wasn’t realistic to expect to earn windfalls every day.
    

    

    
      A few hundred a day—that was the norm.
    

    

    
      He thought to himself, "Next, I need to find a martial arts manual that can break through to Sixth Grade."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In the days that followed, Chen Ming began visiting various Seventh Grade Martial Artists.
    

    

    
      Most of those who permanently resided in Qingfeng City were already middle-aged or elderly—fifty or sixty, some even seventy or eighty.
    

    

    
      Younger Seventh Grade Martial Artists were either out adventuring, had joined the Six Doors Authority, or had been hired by maritime traders to go to sea.
    

    

    
      Those who remained were all considered ‘retired’ masters.
    

    

    
      These people were seasoned veterans, not easy to deal with. 
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming had just broken through before and visited them, they treated him politely. But when it came to sparring, they would all mention old injuries or similar excuses.
    

    

    
      In short—tea was fine, but sparring was out of the question. "These old bones can’t take it."
    

    

    
      However, this time when Chen Ming visited again, their attitudes had changed. 
    

    

    
      Their smiles were far more welcoming and less perfunctory.
    

    

    
      Such was the benefit of reputation.
    

    

    
      He had slain Sun Shicai in public—a concrete accomplishment. His fame had already spread.
    

    

    
      So, when he proposed a friendly duel, they didn’t dare decline so easily. 
    

    

    
      No one wanted to offend him.
    

    

    
      After all, for these ‘retired’ Seventh Grade Martial Artists, reputation wasn’t that important anymore. Even if they lost, few would dare look down on them.
    

    

    
      Their strength still spoke for itself.
    

    

    
      Besides, losing to a young expert who had killed a fellow Seventh Grade wasn’t shameful at all.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spent over ten days, persuading with both soft and hard tactics, until he finally convinced one of them to spar with him.
    

    

    
      Once the first agreed, the rest followed.
    

    

    
      Within a month, the eight Seventh Grade Martial Artists he frequently visited all agreed to spar with him.
    

    

    
      And truth be told, these people were quite strong—not weaker than Sun Shicai. 
    

    

    
      Among them, three even made him feel pressured, requiring him to go all out to claim victory.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Gradually, summer passed and autumn arrived.
    

    

    
      In a blink, the summer heat waned, and the weather grew cooler by the day.
    

    

    
      That afternoon, just as Chen Ming returned home from outside, he heard the gatekeeper Old Li say,"Second Young Master, Young Master Zhuang and Young Master Deng are here."
    

    

    
      Young Master Deng?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a surge of pleasant surprise—Deng Ziyang had returned?
    

    

    
      He entered the house and headed to the backyard, where he indeed saw Deng Ziyang in green robes sitting on a stone stool. 
    

    

    
      Stubble covered his chin, his face weathered, and his skin had become much rougher.
    

    

    
      He was almost unrecognizable from the young nobleman he used to be.
    

    

    
      "Brother Chen, long time no see."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang also saw him and got up to greet him. His eyes were exceedingly bright, glowing with inner radiance and exuding powerful confidence.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming happily said,"Indeed, it’s been months, and Brother Deng is even more impressive than before."
    

    

    
      It was clear that these past few months of experience outside had greatly improved him.
    

    

    
      Venturing out into the world really tempered a man.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian said,"I bumped into Big Brother on the street this morning and almost didn’t recognize him. The change is just too drastic."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang stroked the stubble on his chin and said with emotion,"I’ve only been gone for three months, and I didn’t expect Brother Chen’s strength to already be at such a level. I had just returned to the city when I heard about Brother Chen beheading Sun Shicai in front of the Governor’s Residence."
    

    

    
      He gave a self-deprecating smile,"I thought this trip would yield great results and I’d catch up to Brother Chen. But it turns out, I’m still far behind."
    

    

    
      "Big Brother, you mean—"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian caught the implication in his words, his eyes widened in disbelief. "You’ve reached Seventh Grade?"
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang replied calmly,"Exactly."
    

    

    
      "This... this is just..."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian was stunned speechless.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already been impressive, reaching Seventh Grade from Eighth Grade in just half a year.
    

    

    
      But Deng Ziyang, going from Ninth Grade to Seventh Grade in only three months after a single trip—this was simply too unbelievable.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was also surprised and asked,"Brother Deng, did you have some kind of fortunate encounter during this journey?"
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang nodded,"Mm, I’ve finally caught up to Brother Chen’s footsteps."
    

    

    
      But he did not say what kind of encounter it was.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Zhuang Xiaotian naturally did not press him—no matter how close the bond, such fortunate encounters were not something to casually inquire about.
    

    

    
      The three of them reunited after a long time apart, and naturally, they had to drink.
    

    

    
      After a few rounds of wine, Deng Ziyang casually talked about his past three months. Nothing too extraordinary—he had simply wandered into a mountain forest by accident and got lost, trapped there for two months.
    

    

    
      Presumably, it was in that strange forest where he had gained his fortunate encounter.
    

    

    
      That day, both Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian got drunk.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming let them stay the night at his home.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang was drunk with joy.
    

    

    
      While Zhuang Xiaotian was filled with disappointment. 
    

    

    
      Among the three sworn brothers, his cultivation was now the lowest—still stuck at Ninth Grade. 
    

    

    
      Second Brother Guan Peng had long reached Eighth Grade, and now Big Brother Deng Ziyang had returned and turned into a Seventh Grade Martial Artist.
    

    

    
      How could he not feel discouraged?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t know how to comfort him and could only pretend not to notice.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning, Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian left early.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming called over the two disciples of Old Liu.
    

    

    
      These two had decent aptitude and a solid foundation. 
    

    

    
      After two months of dedicated training at his home, both had successfully broken through to Ninth Grade.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said solemnly,"Two months have passed, and your master still hasn’t returned. I fear that..."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda’s eyes turned red. 
    

    

    
      These two, though simple-minded, were not foolish. Naturally, they understood what he meant.
    

    

    
      "According to Old Liu’s last words, I am to erect a memorial tomb for him. You two come with me."
    

    

    
      The two responded respectfully,"Yes, Second Young Master."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took the two young men and rode a carriage out of the city, heading straight for a nearby mountain.
    

    

    
      That mountain was called Black Moon Mountain. It was said to possess mystical properties—once inside its range, one could not see the moon.
    

    

    
      Precisely because of this strangeness, many myths and legends had been passed down through the ages.
    

    

    
      Old Liu’s master, the previous headmaster of Wu’s Martial School, was buried in that mountain.
    

    

    
      Since crossing into this world, Chen Ming had never left Qingfeng City. This was his first visit here. However, since it was daytime, the moon couldn’t be seen anyway, so the legend couldn’t be verified.
    

    

    
      Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda, however, were quite familiar with the route—they came here every year to pay respects to their grandmaster.
    

    

    
      After entering the mountain, the path grew steep, and they had to dismount and proceed on foot.
    

    

    
      All three were martial artists, and even the steepest terrain posed no challenge. They walked for about half an hour before finally finding the grave in a mountain hollow.
    

    

    
      Looking at the tombstone, it indeed bore the name of the old headmaster Wu.
    

    

    
      Next to the grave stood another stone tablet, uninscribed. 
    

    

    
      It must have been the "auspicious burial ground" Old Liu had prepared for himself.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said,"This is the place."
    

    

    
      The two youths picked up iron shovels and began digging.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, meanwhile, went before the old headmaster Wu’s grave and brought out incense, paper offerings, and candles. 
    

    

    
      Since they had come all this way, he had the two youths pay respects to their grandmaster as well.
    

    

    
      Halfway through the digging, Wu Bofu suddenly cried out,"Second Young Master, there’s something down here."
    

    

    
      Liu Zhongda added,"It’s an iron box."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked over and saw Liu Zhongda holding a pitch-black, mud-covered box. He nodded in realization,"It must be something your master left for me."
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      "Chen Laodi, if you're able to read this letter, it means I wasn’t wrong about you. Entrusted by others, loyal to the task — you, my brother, are a true gentleman。"
    

    

    
      "What I can’t let go of the most are those two disciples. They’re both good kids. I owe them too much. From now on, I entrust them to you. Since they’ve been placed under your care, you may handle them as you see fit. I, a dead man, have no more say in the matter。"
    

    

    
      "The half-manual inside the box is precisely the 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》. As for why it came into my possession, that’s a long story。"
    

    

    
      "I was born as a servant of the Xu family, born the same day as the young master. The madam believed we shared a special bond, so she appointed me as his page. Twenty-nine years ago, I was twenty years old. One night, a group of black-clad men suddenly broke in and began killing indiscriminately. The guards fought back desperately。"
    

    

    
      "Amidst the chaos, in order to help the young master escape, the steward had me swap clothes with him. Just after he fled, a powerful enemy burst in and asked whether I was the Xu family's young master. I thought to myself, I must not shame the Xu family's name, so I said, ‘Names are not changed when walking or sitting.’ I admitted it outright。"
    

    

    
      "I thought I would surely die. Unexpectedly, the man did not kill me. Instead, he knocked me out and took me away。"
    

    

    
      "When I awoke, he told me he was Lord Xu’s sworn brother. Upon hearing that Six Doors Authority intended to harm his brother’s family, he risked his life to save me。"
    

    

    
      "At the time, he was gravely wounded, his mind already unclear. I couldn’t bear to tell him the truth. Later, he entrusted me to Wu’s Martial School and, before leaving, stuffed that half-manual into my chest. He told me only by mastering the entirety of 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 and cultivating it to the ultimate peak could one possess the strength for vengeance。"
    

    

    
      "After leaving those words, he vanished. He never appeared again. As for me, I changed my name and became the youngest disciple of Master Wu。"
    

    

    
      "Master had seen the real young master and knew I was an impostor. After learning the full story, he still took me in and even intended to betroth Junior Sister to me. His kindness is something I can only repay in my next life。"
    

    

    
      "After breaking through to Seventh Grade, I began researching this 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》, but for twenty years, I never managed to find the right path. I fear it can only be practiced after first mastering 《Three Suns Body Tempering》。"
    

    

    
      "In this life, I failed at martial cultivation. I wanted to save the young master, but only stripped him of his final hope. I let down my master’s expectations, sowed discord among my fellow disciples, failed to care for Junior Sister, and let her die in a foreign land... A man like me should’ve died long ago。"
    

    

    
      "Fortunately, you appeared. Only then did I realize fate had its plans — why I had clung to life until now. During our first spar, I discovered that you possessed 《Three Suns Body Tempering》. Back then, that was exactly the art practiced by the young master. So from our very first exchange, I sensed it。"
    

    

    
      "After several tests, I confirmed you knew nothing of 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》. So I made up my mind to pass this 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 on to you。"
    

    

    
      "Still, I hope you think carefully. I once heard the young master say that 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 was handed down from ancient times, with a tremendous origin. Later, I thought it over — the Xu family’s calamity might be linked to this divine art. If you choose to cultivate it, you will bear immense karmic burden. Once on this path, there is no turning back。"
    

    

    
      "Brother, I give you this manual. Do with it as you will. Whether or not you choose to cultivate this divine art, you need not avenge the Xu family. That sin — let me bear it。"
    

    

    
      "Brother, your talent and willpower far exceed mine. In the future, you’ll surely become a hero like Lord Xu. I only hope you won’t end up like me — trapped by emotions, wasting a lifetime。"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The letter was long.
    

    

    
      After reading, Chen Ming remained silent for a long time.
    

    

    
      He finally understood why Old Liu had become so despondent — he owed too many people.
    

    

    
      He owed his young master, his savior, his master…
    

    

    
      He carried the Xu family’s deep blood feud and his master’s earnest expectations. But he simply couldn’t do it. He couldn’t even break through to Sixth Grade, let alone speak of vengeance. 
    

    

    
      Even the senior disciples of the martial school disdained him, and his junior sister didn’t care for him, eloping with someone else…
    

    

    
      For him, living was simply too painful. If not for those two disciples, he might have ended it long ago…
    

    

    
      By then, Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda had already finished digging the grave.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming put away the letter and tucked the manual into his chest. Then, he placed Old Liu’s most-worn set of clothing and his favorite jar of Nü’er Hong into the pit and began burying it.
    

    

    
      He took out a dagger and carved the words "Grave of Liu Fu" onto the tombstone.
    

    

    
      Lastly, he arranged incense, paper offerings, and candles in front of the grave and had the two boys kneel and kowtow.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pulled out two cups and poured two servings of wine from the wineskin he carried. One he poured on the grave, the other he downed himself.
    

    

    
      Silently, he thought: Old bro, when the day comes that my name shakes the world, I’ll return to toast you again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      On the way back, Chen Ming didn’t utter a word. He stared out the carriage window, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda dared not ask anything.
    

    

    
      The two months they spent living at the Chen residence were the most comfortable days of their lives — less chores, no scolding, meat every day, even a monthly allowance. 
    

    

    
      It was like a celestial existence.
    

    

    
      Only one thing: this Second Master was a bit strict when urging them to train.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming spoke, "Starting tomorrow, you two will add an extra hour to your daily training."
    

    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    

    
      Both their faces turned bitter.
    

    

    
      Then, he added, "Monthly allowance will be doubled."
    

    

    
      "Yes, sir!"
    

    

    
      The two were immediately full of motivation, wishing they could return and start training right away. 
    

    

    
      Having been used to hardship since childhood, what was an extra hour of training each day if the monthly allowance could double?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already realized — these two belonged to the kind with no great ambition, content with small comforts. 
    

    

    
      Like donkeys driven by a stick and carrot. To motivate them, silver was the most effective method.
    

    

    
      Since he owed Old Liu such a huge favor, at the very least he should train Old Liu’s two disciples into talents.
    

    

    
       ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming returned home, the gatekeeper Old Li said, "Second Master, Young Master Zhou and Young Master Deng have been waiting for half a day."
    

    

    
      "Got it."
    

    

    
      He sent Old Liu’s two disciples off, then went alone to the rear courtyard, where he saw Zhou Weihao and Deng Ziyang in a heated conversation, tone quite intense. Who knew what they were arguing about?
    

    

    
      For the past month or so, Zhou Weihao had come looking to spar every few days. 
    

    

    
      He had met Deng Ziyang a few times, and the two quickly became acquainted.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming approached, he heard, "...In terms of beauty, of course Miss Zixue of Jiangzhou is superior — truly eyes like autumn water, bones like jade..."
    

    

    
      "That’s because you haven’t seen Miss Wanyu of Tingyin Pavilion — now that is a national beauty, a smile that could topple a kingdom..."
    

    

    
      Turns out, they were talking about women.
    

    

    
      No wonder the two got along so well.
    

    

    
      As soon as Chen Ming stepped into the courtyard, the two who had been arguing so fiercely turned to him at once and asked, "Brother Chen, do you think Miss Zixue is more beautiful, or Miss Wanyu..."
    

    

    
      "Stop."
    

    

    
      Seeing them squabble, Chen Ming quickly interrupted and said, "I’ve never met either of them, how could I judge? Besides, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Once a woman is beautiful enough, it’s hard to say who’s more beautiful — it’s probably about even."
    

    

    
      Though the two were a bit dissatisfied with his evasive answer, they couldn’t do much about it.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said, "Next time I’ll definitely take Brother Chen to meet Miss Zixue."
    

    

    
      But Deng Ziyang said, "Unfortunately, Miss Wanyu has already gone straight, entered Prince Langya’s residence. It’s now near impossible to see her peerless beauty again."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had to change the subject. "What brings you two to me today?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao finally remembered the real reason and said, "Indeed, something major has happened. Those vicious attackers have finally been caught. This morning, Lord Zhao personally went to interrogate them."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Oh? They’ve finally been caught? Who was behind it?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao looked around and, seeing no one nearby, lowered his voice. "They were followers of the Cult of Eternal Life."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was shocked. It really was the Cult of Eternal Life?
    

    

    
      He too lowered his voice. "The Cult of Eternal Life has truly resurfaced?"
    

    

    
      "Indeed!"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao nodded solemnly. "That’s what Lord Zhao said himself. This group belongs to one of the most cruel and bloodthirsty branches of the Cult of Eternal Life — the Blood Demon Sect. Do you know why they hunted those noble young men?"
    

    

    
      "Why?"
    

    

    
      "To refine Human Pills." Zhou Weihao’s face was grave. "It’s said that disciples of the Blood Demon Sect have a secret technique that can refine the blood and flesh essence of martial artists into a single Human Pill. Once consumed by an ordinary person and digested, they can directly become a martial artist."
    

    

    
      At this point, his tone grew chilling. "Two Ninth Grade Martial Artists can be refined into one Ninth Grade Human Pill. Three Eighth Grade ones make one Eighth Grade Human Pill. Five of the Seventh Grade can make one Seventh Grade Human Pill. That’s why, whenever the Blood Demon Sect disciples appear, they frenziedly hunt martial artists to refine Human Pills."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt his scalp go numb. He exchanged a glance with Deng Ziyang, whose face was also pale — clearly, Zhou Weihao’s words about the Blood Demon Sect had frightened him.
    

    

    
      No wonder the Cult of Eternal Life was labeled a demonic cult, condemned by all, hated across the world. 
    

    

    
      Just the Blood Demon Sect’s methods alone made them natural enemies of all martial artists.
    

    

    
      And the fact that the Cult of Eternal Life still hadn’t been completely eradicated showed just how thick their blood bar was.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said with some worry, "Now that the Cult of Eternal Life has reappeared, I fear the world is in for trouble."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao sighed, "Indeed. Once Lord Zhao reports this to the court, it will surely shake the world." Then he comforted him, "But really, there’s no need to worry too much. Whenever the Cult of Eternal Life shows up, the Heaven's Path Alliance always sends disciples to respond. The Cult won’t be able to turn the heavens upside down."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded, thinking it best to stay indoors for the time being.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Deng Ziyang suddenly asked, "Brother Yang, have you ever met disciples of the Heaven's Path Alliance? Are they really as unreasonable as the rumors say?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao seemed to recall an unpleasant experience. His face showed both fear and loathing. He shook his head and said, "Unreasonable is putting it mildly — they’re outright overbearing."
    

    

    
      But he was unwilling to elaborate, only adding, "At least, disciples of the Heaven's Path Alliance don’t kill indiscriminately. In that respect, they’re far better than the monsters of the Cult of Eternal Life."
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      "Zhao… Young Master, please allow me to report your arrival first…"
    

    

    
      The three were just discussing the Heaven's Path Alliance when Chunxiang’s voice suddenly came from outside.
    

    

    
      Then came Zhao Xiyan’s voice, "No need, I’ll go in myself."
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she had already entered the door. She glanced inside and smiled, "So Brother Chen has guests, pardon my intrusion."
    

    

    
      She was still dressed in men’s attire, twirling a folding fan in her hand, appearing suave and elegant. 
    

    

    
      Only the heavy scent of cosmetics on her betrayed her; anyone with a discerning eye could tell she was a woman.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan cupped her hands in greeting and spoke with natural grace, "You two must be Brother Chen’s friends. Zhao offers her respects."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was startled when he saw her and instinctively looked at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      He recognized her at a glance as the daughter of Governor Zhao. 
    

    

    
      They had met once during the Martial Gathering.
    

    

    
      Their relationship was actually this close?
    

    

    
      Moreover, she used such an intimate term—“Brother Chen”.
    

    

    
      Although customs in Great Jin were relatively open, especially among martial artists where male-female interactions weren’t so restricted,
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan was the daughter of the Governor, while Chen Ming, despite his extraordinary talent, came from an ordinary background with no prominent sect. 
    

    

    
      Their statuses were worlds apart.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang, who stood nearby, hadn’t seen Zhao Xiyan before and naturally didn’t recognize her. 
    

    

    
      He simply thought she was one of Chen Ming’s female confidantes and didn’t look further. He smiled, "Since Brother Chen has a guest, I won’t intrude. Farewell."
    

    

    
      With that, he really just left.
    

    

    
      As he walked away, he was still wondering to himself how Qingfeng City could have such an outstanding beauty—just which family was she from?
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was equally tactful. He too bid farewell, but before leaving, couldn’t help glancing back. 
    

    

    
      He saw Zhao Xiyan’s beautiful eyes locked firmly on Chen Ming, never once straying.
    

    

    
      He furrowed his brow slightly, and soon the two were out of sight. He quickened his pace and left.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the courtyard, Chen Ming washed the tea set again.
    

    

    
      This set was new and not cheap—porcelain as thin as eggshells, nearly translucent, of superior quality.
    

    

    
      The tea leaves were also a gifted delicacy, highly valuable.
    

    

    
      Emerald green tea flowed into the cups, forming a picturesque contrast.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan picked up a cup, took a sip, and then drank it all in one go. She asked with a smile, "I didn’t interrupt, did I?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled, "Not at all. We were done talking."
    

    

    
      If he were to rank the guests to his house one day, this Young Miss Zhao would certainly be at the top. 
    

    

    
      After all, she had once helped him greatly—he owed her a big favor.
    

    

    
      "Just now I heard you talking about the Heaven's Path Alliance?"
    

    

    
      "Yes. It’s said that those monsters from the Cult of Eternal Life have resurfaced."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing the words “Cult of Eternal Life,” Zhao Xiyan’s smile faded, and she said, "That man named Zhou is surprisingly well-informed."
    

    

    
      She pursed her lips slightly, showing a hint of displeasure.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled, "Did you come to tell me this as well?"
    

    

    
      "That’s part of it. There’s something else too." Zhao Xiyan said as she looked him up and down, her eyes flashing with a trace of surprise. "If I’m not mistaken, you’re not far from mastering your Qi and Blood."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled. 
    

    

    
      She could actually see through his true cultivation?
    

    

    
      Logically speaking, even experienced martial artists could only roughly judge someone’s level. 
    

    

    
      After all, Qi and Blood were hidden within the body, and without using full strength, it wouldn’t show at all.
    

    

    
      Normally, only during actual combat could one truly assess another’s cultivation level.
    

    

    
      Seeing his surprised and doubtful expression, Zhao Xiyan blinked playfully and smiled, "You’re so shocked. Don’t you know that in this world, there are those who specialize in Eye Techniques?"
    

    

    
      Eye Techniques?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming truly was hearing this for the first time. 
    

    

    
      He said honestly, "It seems I was ignorant."
    

    

    
      That admission was tantamount to confirming her earlier remark.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan’s heart thumped violently. 
    

    

    
      In truth, her mastery of Eye Techniques was still lacking; she could only see a rough estimate.
    

    

    
      Every few days when she visited Chen Ming, she could sense that his Qi and Blood had grown significantly stronger than the last time. His progress was so astonishing, it was nearly unheard of.
    

    

    
      She had even suspected her own eyes were faulty.
    

    

    
      That earlier comment had also been partly a test.
    

    

    
      She hadn’t expected—it was actually true!
    

    

    
      If he remembered correctly, it had only been a little over three months since he broke through to Seventh Grade, right?
    

    

    
      Such a rate of progress was truly astonishing.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan was deeply shaken inside but kept a calm expression as she said, "Ever since that incident thirty years ago, Qingfeng City has indeed declined. So-called Eye Techniques are not all that rare. They just require a certain talent and daily eye-washing with spiritual liquid from a young age."
    

    

    
      "For descendants of major families, eyesight is extremely important. So most of them practice Eye Techniques to varying degrees. Those with shallow training can only see a person’s approximate level. Those with deeper mastery can see through many disguises."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded repeatedly as he listened. 
    

    

    
      Talking with such people really broadened his horizons.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he recalled Fu Zhengyang in the Six Doors Authority Prison and asked, "Then there must be secret techniques in the world that can disguise one’s cultivation level, right?"
    

    

    
      "Of course there are. But such secret techniques are only effective when used alongside specific martial arts. The martial art you cultivate is extremely yang and forceful. I'm afraid such techniques wouldn’t work for you."
    

    

    
      She could even tell the nature of my cultivation?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming became increasingly aware that this Young Miss Zhao was far from ordinary.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan said, "At your current rate, you’ll likely achieve mastery in Qi and Blood soon. To my knowledge, there are two martial arts suitable for you."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming originally wanted to decline, but after hearing her words, he suddenly changed his mind and said, "I’d like to hear them, Miss."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan began explaining, "One is in the Six Doors Authority, called 《Primordial Heaven Technique》. It is a supreme divine art aimed beyond First Grade. Only members of the Six Doors Authority may learn it. Even just its Sixth Grade version requires immense merit."
    

    

    
      He shook his head after hearing it. He wasn’t considering joining the Six Doors Authority for now. "What about the other one?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan said, "The other is the Four Seas Trading Company’s 《Nine Dragons Fire Divine Art》, a divine art said to be capable of reaching First Grade. However, it’s rumored that the first part is missing, and no one has been able to complete it. Perhaps it suits you. I can ask the Four Seas Trading Company for a favor."
    

    

    
      《Nine Dragons Fire Divine Art》?
    

    

    
      And the first part was missing?
    

    

    
      Could it really be such a coincidence?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had a strong instinct that this so-called 《Nine Dragons Fire Divine Art》 might very well be the third part of the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》.
    

    

    
      Asking casually had really yielded a key piece of information.
    

    

    
      He shook his head, "There’s no rush for this. I still need some time to fully master Qi and Blood. Let’s discuss this when the time comes."
    

    

    
      Better not startle the snake in the grass just yet.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan nodded, "Mm, I’ll follow your lead."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next day, Xiao Zhuyun came visiting with Huo Qianqian.
    

    

    
      Interestingly, over the past month or so, Xiao Zhuyun had been dropping by now and then to spar with him, yet never once ran into Zhao Xiyan. 
    

    

    
      They always just missed each other.
    

    

    
      One had to admit, the two of them really had tacit understanding.
    

    

    
      "Brother Chen, Junior Sister and I have come to say farewell. We leave tomorrow. Thank you for all your care during this time."
    

    

    
      Leaving, huh?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit disappointed. 
    

    

    
      With her gone, he’d lose a regular training partner.
    

    

    
      He asked with concern, "I heard the attackers this time were from the Cult of Eternal Life. Isn’t it a bit risky to leave now?"
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun smiled, "Thank you for your concern, Brother Chen. Yesterday, seniors from our sect arrived and will escort us back."
    

    

    
      "That’s good. I wish you and Junior Sister a safe journey."
    

    

    
      "If you ever visit our sect in the future, be sure to let me know, so I can properly host you."
    

    

    
      "Absolutely."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw them off at the main gate.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage, Xiao Zhuyun took out a finely crafted dagger from her bosom and played with it in her hand, a trace of melancholy in her expression.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian, sitting across from her, suddenly asked, "Senior Sister, were you planning to give that to Brother Chen just now? Why didn’t you in the end?"
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun looked down at the dagger in her hand and softly said, "That man—I’ve never been able to see through him. Everyone says he’s obsessed with martial arts, but judging from his behavior and words, he’s worldly and smooth, knowing just the right distance to keep with others. Someone like that isn’t someone I can control."
    

    

    
      There was one thing she didn’t say aloud. 
    

    

    
      Especially since he also had Zhao Xiyan by his side.
    

    

    
      So, forget it.
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      "Senior Sister, I’ll go in alone. You can head back first。"
    

    

    
      The carriage stopped at the Huo Residence. Huo Qianqian got off and spoke to Xiao Zhuyun.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun nodded and said, "Alright. Don’t come back too late。"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian watched the carriage disappear into the distance before stepping into the residence she had lived in for over ten years. 
    

    

    
      This place should have been her home.
    

    

    
      But now, she felt like a married daughter returning to her parents’ house—she could clearly feel that this place no longer belonged to her.
    

    

    
      "Little Junior Sister。"
    

    

    
      When she reached the backyard, Third Senior Brother Zhang Mingyu came forward to greet her. "Why didn’t you tell me in advance that you were coming?"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian smiled awkwardly, then said, "Senior Brother, I came to bid you farewell. I want to burn an incense stick in front of Grandfather’s spirit tablet。"
    

    

    
      The smile on Zhang Mingyu’s face faded, and he said emotionally, "Do you really have to leave? Now that our great enemy is avenged, you don’t need to rely on the Xiaoshui Sect..."
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian lowered her head, avoiding his gaze, and softly said, "Senior Brother, there’s no need to say more... Since I’ve joined the Xiaoshui Sect, I will remain a disciple of the Xiaoshui Sect for life。"
    

    

    
      Her voice was soft, but her tone was firm.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu sighed and said no more.
    

    

    
      The two silently arrived at the ancestral hall in the back. Huo Qianqian lit three sticks of incense in front of Huo Chengkun’s spirit tablet and bowed three times.
    

    

    
      "Alright, I’m leaving now。"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian stood up.
    

    

    
      "I’ll walk you out。"
    

    

    
      The two walked out of the ancestral hall together.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Zhang Mingyu said, "Actually, I know why you didn’t want to marry the Seventh Young Master。"
    

    

    
      He gazed into the distance as if recalling something. "One time, I accidentally saw you and Junior Brother Chen sparring, in that secluded courtyard to the north. After that, I saw it a few more times... I never told anyone about it。"
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu gave a self-deprecating laugh. "I admit, I was resentful of the Seventh Young Master back then. He was the last to join the sect and hadn’t accomplished anything. Why should he inherit Master’s legacy? Later, when you refused to marry him, I can’t tell you how happy I was..."
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian just listened quietly, saying nothing.
    

    

    
      They were almost at the main gate.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu turned to her and asked, "Junior Sister, why didn’t you tell him? If—"
    

    

    
      "Senior Brother。"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian interrupted him, pleading, "Since we were young, I’ve never asked you for anything. Now I ask one thing of you. Don’t tell him。"
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu couldn’t understand why she insisted on this and said anxiously, "Why put yourself through this?"
    

    

    
      At that moment, an autumn wind swept through, and the leaves of a tall ginkgo tree in the courtyard rustled down.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian reached out her fair hand and caught a leaf. Her brows were shrouded in an indescribable melancholy—part sigh, part lament. "You wouldn’t understand。"
    

    

    
      "Senior Brother, farewell。"
    

    

    
      She gave him no chance to speak further, saluted, and left through the gate.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu watched her figure gradually disappear into the distance, feeling a bit of sorrow in his heart.
    

    

    
      In truth, how could he not understand?
    

    

    
      Little Junior Sister had endured so many hardships that she was no longer the willful and proud girl she once was. Yet deep inside, she was still that proud little Junior Sister.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      To Chen Ming, friends coming and going was a common thing. 
    

    

    
      The departure of Xiao Zhuyun and Huo Qianqian merely meant he lost a sparring partner who could help him rack up 300 experience points every two days.
    

    

    
      He didn’t feel sad about it.
    

    

    
      On the same day the Xiaoshui Sect disciples left, Zhou Weihao came again. 
    

    

    
      Yesterday, their sparring was interrupted by Zhao Xiyan.
    

    

    
      Today was the perfect time to make up for it.
    

    

    
      Immediately, the two of them squared off in the backyard and started trading blows.
    

    

    
      After a hundred moves, Zhou Weihao once again landed in a state of "narrow defeat"。
    

    

    
      "Refreshing!"
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Weihao lost, he acted as if he had won. 
    

    

    
      He grabbed a jar of wine from the table and drank it in one gulp. 
    

    

    
      The result of this heroic gesture was a fierce coughing fit from choking.
    

    

    
      He was truly overjoyed.
    

    

    
      For over a month, he had come to spar with Chen Ming every few days. 
    

    

    
      Although he never won, he gained new insights after every bout.
    

    

    
      Compared to a month ago, his swordsmanship had reached a new level, especially one representative move—Scattered Starlight. 
    

    

    
      He could now unleash seven points of sword stars with a single strike.
    

    

    
      One should know, before he left home, his father told him it would take at least a year to reach the level of seven stars.
    

    

    
      Yet now, he had achieved it in only three months.
    

    

    
      All of this was thanks to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao put down the wine jar and said, "Brother Chen, today I’m taking you to meet someone。"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "If you're taking me to see some courtesan from a brothel, forget it。"
    

    

    
      He was still at Seventh Grade, far from a point where he could afford to slack off.
    

    

    
      Besides, even though he was making waves in his small circle, in Qingfeng City, he was still just a small fry. In a brothel, a courtesan might not even look at him.
    

    

    
      What, was he, a proper transmigrator, supposed to grovel for a prostitute?
    

    

    
      So, he was thoroughly uninterested.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao smiled and said, "I know Brother Chen is wholly devoted to the martial path, so I plan to introduce you to a true master. If you can get his guidance, it’ll benefit you for life。"
    

    

    
      "A master? What's his name?"
    

    

    
      "You'll find out when we get there。" Zhou Weihao kept the suspense.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "This senior, due to certain mishaps, became disheartened, hid his identity, and now lives incognito among the common folk。"
    

    

    
      In the carriage, Zhou Weihao said, "Previously, I was entrusted by an elder in my family to deliver a letter to this senior. Later, I learned some of his past from that elder… since then, I’ve visited him every time I come to Qingfeng City。"
    

    

    
      "Unfortunately, my fortune is shallow, and I’ve never received his guidance. Perhaps, you might catch his eye。"
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming became even more curious about this so-called “hidden expert.”
    

    

    
      Was there really a hidden master in Qingfeng City?
    

    

    
      He had to meet him. 
    

    

    
      Even if they couldn’t be friends, just knowing this person existed would prevent accidental offense in the future that might get him killed without even knowing how.
    

    

    
      The carriage traveled all the way to the north of the city, finally stopping in front of a rather secluded residence.
    

    

    
      "This is the place。"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao got off the carriage first.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed behind. 
    

    

    
      After getting off, he saw that the mansion was magnificently built—more impressive than even the residence of the Inspector-General.
    

    

    
      However, it looked long neglected. 
    

    

    
      The red paint on the main gate had peeled, moss grew thick on the walls, and weeds were everywhere.
    

    

    
      "Let’s go。"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao stepped forward and knocked on the door, loudly saying, "Senior, it’s Little Seventh Zhou here to visit you again。"
    

    

    
      They waited for a while, but there was no response.
    

    

    
      "Senior, I’m coming in。"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao spoke as he pushed the door open, only to see two women walking out from inside—one in red, the other in green. Both wore veiled hats, the silk veils hanging down to obscure their faces, making their looks unrecognizable.
    

    

    
      But judging from their figures, they were undoubtedly rare beauties.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help glancing at them a few more times and was surprised to find that Chen Ming beside him was also staring at one of the women intently. 
    

    

    
      He secretly chuckled—so, Brother Chen wasn’t completely indifferent to women after all.
    

    

    
      Once the two women walked away, Zhou Weihao shut the gate again and said to Chen Ming, "Brother Chen, are you wondering why I didn’t greet them since we’re all visiting the senior?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "These two didn't show their true faces. Clearly, they don’t want to be recognized. Asking questions without permission would likely offend them。"
    

    

    
      "Brother Chen may not have roamed the martial world, but you're remarkably perceptive. By the way, just now you kept staring at the woman in green—do you know her?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head. "Must have mistaken her for someone else。"
    

    

    
      "Oh。"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      As for the two women who had left the residence, the woman in red suddenly asked, "Was that man in black earlier someone you know?"
    

    

    
      The woman in green softly replied, "Miss, he doesn't know my identity。"
    

    

    
      The woman in red said indifferently, "He’s the one you've been pining for, isn’t he?"
    

    

    
      The woman in green immediately knelt down in fright, panicked, "Miss, I—"
    

    

    
      "Enough。"
    

    

    
      The woman in red pulled her up and said, "As long as he doesn’t interfere with my plans, I won’t do anything to him. When this matter is over, if you want to stay in Qingfeng City, I’ll allow it。"
    

    

    
      The woman in green choked with emotion, "Mi...ss... I want to serve you for life..."
    

    

    
      "Silly girl..."
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      After Chen Ming entered the residence, he found that the inside was even more desolate than the outside. 
    

    

    
      Weeds sprouted between the bricks, and the large trees in the courtyard were overgrown with vines.
    

    

    
      However, it could still vaguely be seen how high the specifications of this place once were. It was indeed larger and more magnificent than the Governor’s Residence he had once visited.
    

    

    
      The buildings inside looked worn and dilapidated due to years of neglect.
    

    

    
      Was this kind of place really inhabited?
    

    

    
      With this doubt in mind, Chen Ming followed behind Zhou Weihao, walking deeper inside until they reached the rear courtyard.
    

    

    
      After walking for more than ten minutes, a clean and tidy courtyard suddenly appeared before their eyes.
    

    

    
      There were no vines on the walls, and the entrance wasn’t covered by all kinds of plants. It was as if a barrier existed here, preventing the encroachment of vegetation.
    

    

    
      "Senior."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao stepped into the courtyard first. 
    

    

    
      Inside, many potted plants were arranged neatly, growing in an orderly manner. 
    

    

    
      They looked like some kind of flowers, but unfortunately, it wasn’t the blooming season—everything was a lush green, just leaves.
    

    

    
      A hunched old man was crouched there, tending to the plants. He showed no reaction at all to their intrusion, as if he hadn't heard them.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao walked over and stopped about a meter away, smiling obsequiously as he said, "It’s me, Little Seventh from the Zhou Family. I’ve come to see you again."
    

    

    
      The old man still gave no reaction. He carefully plucked a weed from the ground and placed it into the basket on his back. Then he slowly stood up, limping as he walked further inside.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming observed from behind. 
    

    

    
      No matter how he looked at it, this was just an elderly cripple in his twilight years, nothing like a masterly senior expert.
    

    

    
      Of course, he felt that although Zhou Weihao could be unreliable at times, he wouldn’t joke about something like this. So he remained silent, quietly standing by the side.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao, unwilling to give up, followed after him and said, "Today I brought a friend to meet you. His name is Chen Ming, he lives in Qingfeng City, and he’s a trustworthy person. In the future, I’ll have him visit you often."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help glaring at him but didn’t object.
    

    

    
      The old man limped into the house.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao didn’t follow inside and simply stood at the doorway waiting.
    

    

    
      After a while, two hoes were thrown out from inside, landing at his feet.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao picked up the hoes, pulled Chen Ming along and said, "Let’s get to work."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That day, Chen Ming followed Zhou Weihao and spent half the day weeding in that dilapidated residence, clearing all the weeds around the small courtyard.
    

    

    
      They worked until dusk.
    

    

    
      Only then did Zhou Weihao lead him back to the courtyard and return the hoes.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the old man was sitting under an ancient tree, playing a mournful tune with two long and slender leaves. 
    

    

    
      Just from the melody, one could tell he was an old man with many stories.
    

    

    
      "Senior, we take our leave."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao pulled Chen Ming away.
    

    

    
      Only after they left the gates of the residence and got into the carriage did Chen Ming speak expressionlessly, "So, you brought me here today just to do manual labor?"
    

    

    
      He was a dignified Seventh Grade Martial Artist, gaining hundreds of experience points a day, and yet he had come here to pull weeds for someone else. Didn’t he deserve an explanation?
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said matter-of-factly, "You think just anyone can weed for that senior? Countless people want such an opportunity but can’t get it."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Alright, then tell me, what kind of expert is this senior, exactly?"
    

    

    
      "Have you heard of the Sea-Calming King?"
    

    

    
      "Of course. Who in Qingfeng City hasn’t heard of the Sea-Calming King? Don’t tell me that senior is the Sea-Calming King."
    

    

    
      "Of course not. But in terms of strength, that senior surpasses even the Sea-Calming King," Zhou Weihao said slowly. "That residence earlier was none other than the former Sea-Calming King’s Mansion!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded. 
    

    

    
      He had already guessed as much.
    

    

    
      After all, for a courtyard more magnificent than the Governor’s Residence, who else but the former Sea-Calming King could have lived there?
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao continued, "Everyone knows that back in the day, the Sea-Calming King had five top experts under his command. Of those five, four have recorded histories—Xu, Li, Wang, and Zhang. But there was one who remained shrouded in mystery. No one knows anything about him. Some even doubt whether he ever existed."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Chen Ming understood. "You’re saying this man is the most mysterious expert under the Sea-Calming King? But how did he survive?"
    

    

    
      Logically speaking, those people killed the four top experts under the Sea-Calming King, so there was no reason they would spare him, leaving behind a potential threat.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said, "It’s not that they didn’t want to kill him—they couldn’t. Back then, this man’s talent was astounding. He was just one step away from reaching the supreme pinnacle. With only one sword, he fought four First Grade experts alone, killed two of them, and then left at his leisure. After that, he vanished without a trace."
    

    

    
      First Grade?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyelid twitched. 
    

    

    
      That shriveled old man just now was actually a First Grade expert?
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao chuckled and said, "Who would have thought he was hiding in the former Sea-Calming King’s Mansion all along?"
    

    

    
      He then began to recount the senior’s life story. "This senior’s surname is Shang, a native of Jiangzhou. He came from humble beginnings—his family was in the wine business. He possessed extraordinary talent and displayed remarkable aptitude in swordsmanship from a young age. Later, through someone’s recommendation, he joined a sect and never looked back. By the age of thirty, he reached Third Grade and became famous throughout the land."
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming heard this, he knew a twist was coming. 
    

    

    
      He was also quite curious. How did such a dazzling figure fall so far?
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao glanced at him. "Brother Chen must be wondering how such a senior ended up like this? Everything began when he was twenty years old."
    

    

    
      "At the time, Senior Shang sought to break through to Sixth Grade, so he ventured to Jiangzhou. There, he began to make a name for himself. Not long after, he met a young woman surnamed Jiang. Miss Jiang was a peerless beauty and came from a prestigious family. She greatly admired Senior Shang, helped him out of trouble multiple times, and even saved his life. Later, she helped him join a sect."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao sighed. "Just imagine, Brother Chen, how does one repay such deep kindness from a beauty?"
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming listened, he started to feel something was off.
    

    

    
      Why did this story sound so familiar?
    

    

    
      He heard Zhou Weihao continue, "Not long after, Miss Jiang was bestowed in marriage by the Emperor. The imperial decree could not be defied. Even though she was unwilling, she had no choice but to marry for the sake of her family. By the time Senior Shang heard the news and rushed over, it was already too late. The deed was done. What could he do?"
    

    

    
      He sighed again. "You’ve probably guessed it—the one who married Miss Jiang was the Sea-Calming King. Later, the Sea-Calming King was sent to Qingfeng City to eliminate pirates, facing immense difficulties. He was ambushed multiple times, and once the consort was even harmed. At the time, Senior Shang had already reached Third Grade. When he heard about this, he disguised himself as a gardener at the Prince’s Residence to protect the consort."
    

    

    
      "After that, Senior Shang often saw the consort in distress. Upon learning that it was due to the Sea-Calming King’s troubles, he couldn’t help but secretly resolve those issues, just to earn a smile from her."
    

    

    
      "Eventually, the Sea-Calming King wiped out the pirates, and Senior Shang quietly withdrew. Not long after, he heard of the Sea-Calming King’s death. Sensing something amiss and worried about the consort, he rushed to the capital, but again, he was too late. He could only carry the consort’s body while breaking through heavy encirclement. After her death, disheartened, he buried her at the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion and stayed to accompany her alone for more than twenty years."
    

    

    
      "Sigh, Senior Shang loved deeply—what a tragic tale."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming realized that this guy had gone through all this just to hint at something.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao probably saw Chen Ming and Zhao Xiyan as a reenactment of Senior Shang and that Miss Jiang. 
    

    

    
      He feared Chen Ming would end up like Senior Shang, so he deliberately brought him to meet the senior and share this story.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, you’re overthinking it—I’m not some love-struck fool.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "If you were in Senior Shang’s shoes, what would you do?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao grinned, "Me? I would’ve sealed the deal long ago—wouldn’t even give her a chance to marry someone else. What about you? If it were you, what would you do?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "If it were me, I’d focus on cultivation. Once I had enough strength, I’d kill everyone who wronged her and avenge her."
    

    

    
      "And after getting revenge?"
    

    

    
      "Continue cultivating."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao laughed heartily. "You really are a martial maniac."
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      The weather was growing colder by the day, and the fallen leaves on the ground increased each day.
    

    

    
      Until one day, when Chunxiang brought in a brazier full of burning charcoal, Chen Ming finally realized—winter had arrived.
    

    

    
      After reaching the Seventh Grade, with Qi and blood flourishing and being impervious to heat and cold, he no longer felt the change in temperature as keenly.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, Chen Ming did not refuse the brazier. Though he didn’t need it, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang were still afraid of the cold. It could keep them warm.
    

    

    
      That morning, before dawn had broken—
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had risen early, sitting under the eaves, looking at the clusters of ice crystals hanging from the bare branches of the osmanthus tree in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      "Sir, all the trainees have arrived. Fifty-three were expected, fifty-three are present. Please give your instructions."
    

    

    
      At that moment, Hong Zilin finished the headcount and reported loudly.
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming turn to look at the trainees standing before him in rows, all standing tall and upright. 
    

    

    
      Even in the bitter cold, the youthful vigor unique to their age could not be concealed.
    

    

    
      "Begin."
    

    

    
      With a single command, the fifty-three trainees present began to take their stances and practice martial arts with practiced precision.
    

    

    
      He remained seated on the rattan chair, occasionally casting a glance at a trainee.
    

    

    
      Among these trainees, some had been training with him for over a year. 
    

    

    
      A few had laid down excellent foundations—it was obvious they also practiced diligently at home.
    

    

    
      Judging from their progress, it was roughly possible to determine whose talent was high and whose was average.
    

    

    
      Among these fifty-three people, if he didn’t intervene, only three might become martial artists before the age of twenty. 
    

    

    
      That number included Hong Zilin, who came from a martial family.
    

    

    
      "No wonder there are so few martial artists in this world. The ratio of those with good talent is indeed small, and coupled with the monopoly of martial families and sects..."
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was pondering this, he noticed Li Jinchuan walking in through the Moon Gate.
    

    

    
      Since breaking through to the Ninth Grade, Li Jinchuan no longer trained with the regular trainees. 
    

    

    
      Normally, he practiced in the courtyard where he lived.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan walked up beside Chen Ming and respectfully bowed. "Senior Brother."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed a certain unease in his expression and said, "If you have something to say, just say it."
    

    

    
      "I came to bid farewell to Senior Brother. Thank you for taking me in."
    

    

    
      "Your Uncle Rui has returned?"
    

    

    
      "No, he sent someone to deliver a letter, asking me to go to Jiangzhou."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Is that person reliable?"
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan replied, "Very reliable. Uncle Rui arranged for a merchant caravan for me. We’ll depart early tomorrow morning."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded and said, "Once you reach Jiangzhou, send someone back to report your safety. If you ever run into difficulties in the future, you can always come back. That little courtyard will always be kept for you."
    

    

    
      "Senior Brother—"
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan’s eyes suddenly turned red.
    

    

    
      "Before you go, remember to bid farewell to my sister-in-law."
    

    

    
      "Mm."
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan bowed once more before retreating.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at the youth’s slightly slender figure and felt a bit emotional. 
    

    

    
      He could tell that Li Jinchuan had his own story, but he had never pried.
    

    

    
      As someone from the modern world who had worked in a professional environment, he had a strong sense of boundaries and never casually intruded into others' privacy.
    

    

    
      Someone like Old Liu, who wrote to him voluntarily, was different—that showed they had real friendship.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After the morning training ended, the trainees left Chen Residence in small groups.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming went to have breakfast with his family. 
    

    

    
      At the table, Madam Wei spoke about Li Jinchuan’s departure with an expression full of reluctance.
    

    

    
      In her eyes, Li Jinchuan was like the ideal child—handsome, usually quiet, but very polite, dedicated in his training, and already a martial artist at such a young age.
    

    

    
      She hoped her own son could learn from him.
    

    

    
      Now, he suddenly announced he was leaving. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, she was reluctant.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At noon, after finishing his meal, Chen Ming took a carriage and left the residence.
    

    

    
      As the medicine shop's business grew larger, his carriage was also replaced—with a big cart pulled by two horses, and its interior was quite luxuriously arranged.
    

    

    
      According to his brother Chen Rui, now that he was a man of status, his carriage naturally could not look shabby.
    

    

    
      Chunxiang even thoughtfully prepared a hand warmer in the carriage to keep his hands warm.
    

    

    
      After the carriage left the house, it galloped northward.
    

    

    
      It had barely gone far when it suddenly came to a halt.
    

    

    
      Hearing the clamor outside, Chen Ming was curious. In the middle of winter, why were there so many people outside? He asked the coachman, "What’s going on up ahead?"
    

    

    
      The coachman said, "Looks like today is the day of the Autumn Execution. A lot of people are there waiting to watch the beheadings."
    

    

    
      Public executions?
    

    

    
      A thought stirred in Chen Ming’s mind. 
    

    

    
      The role of executioner wasn’t bad. 
    

    

    
      Killing a martial artist yielded far more experience than just defeating one.
    

    

    
      However, he merely entertained the idea. 
    

    

    
      Given the Six Doors Authority's usual conduct, most of the time they executed criminals on the spot. 
    

    

    
      Few were captured alive, and even fewer sentenced to death. 
    

    

    
      There were only a handful every year.
    

    

    
      Not worth it.
    

    

    
      At the moment, the road was completely blocked, and he could only wait here.
    

    

    
      After a while, the time arrived.
    

    

    
      The executioner read aloud the criminal’s name and crime. His voice carried from afar.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming heard a name—"Ding Guangnan." He immediately remembered. 
    

    

    
      This man was someone he had seen in the Six Doors Authority Prison. 
    

    

    
      He had acted out of righteousness and killed the illegitimate son of the Four Seas Trading Company’s owner, and had been sentenced to death.
    

    

    
      This man had a backbone and had left quite an impression.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he still had to die.
    

    

    
      Amidst waves of cheers, those criminals’ heads must have already fallen.
    

    

    
      After the crowd dispersed, the carriage was finally able to move forward again.
    

    

    
      "Old Wang."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly asked the coachman to stop, gave a few instructions, then jumped off the carriage and walked away.
    

    

    
      He had the coachman find someone to collect Ding Guangnan’s remains and give him a proper burial, so that he wouldn’t be left exposed in the wild.
    

    

    
      That was the only thing he could do for Ding Guangnan.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming came alone to the entrance of the former Sea-Calming King’s Mansion and called out loudly, "Junior Chen Ming is here to visit Senior."
    

    

    
      He waited a while before saying again, "Junior is coming in now."
    

    

    
      Only then did he push the door open and enter.
    

    

    
      Over the past two months, he came once every ten days. 
    

    

    
      At first, he came with Zhou Weihao. Later, after Zhou Weihao went home, he came alone.
    

    

    
      The person inside was a First Grade powerhouse.
    

    

    
      One had to understand, the strongest known expert in Qingfeng City—Governor Zhao Shouchang—was only Third Grade.
    

    

    
      The undefeated pirate king on the sea, Red Sea Lord, was just Second Grade.
    

    

    
      Such a powerful thigh to cling to—of course he had to find a way to hold on.
    

    

    
      All he had to do was weed the place every ten days. 
    

    

    
      What couldn’t be done?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked to the courtyard where Senior Shang lived. 
    

    

    
      The old man was still in his grey cloth clothes, barefoot, limping slightly as he watered the potted plants.
    

    

    
      He bowed and said, "Senior, Junior Chen Ming has come to visit."
    

    

    
      The old man ignored him. 
    

    

    
      After watering the plants, he went into the house and threw out a small hoe.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up the hoe and went outside to work.
    

    

    
      Since winter began, even the weeds had withered. 
    

    

    
      The areas he cleared last time had no new weeds, so he moved further out.
    

    

    
      He worked for more than an hour.
    

    

    
      "Shang Jianfei!"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a shrill voice erupted, shattering the silence of this desolate mansion.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled. 
    

    

    
      Could it be someone coming to cause trouble for Senior Shang?
    

    

    
      But that voice sounded a little familiar. He felt like he had heard it somewhere before.
    

    

    
      He hesitated.
    

    

    
      Anyone who dared cause trouble for Senior Shang was surely no ordinary person.
    

    

    
      If a fight broke out, he could easily get caught in the crossfire.
    

    

    
      The destructive power of a First Grade expert was no joke.
    

    

    
      Maybe... he should run?
    

    

    
      "So you’re hiding here..."
    

    

    
      The voice came closer, tinged with venom, anger, and sorrow... like a cold wind from the depths of hell, every word coated in hatred and resentment.
    

    

    
      It was her!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally remembered who the voice belonged to.
    

    

    
      That Junior Sister of Huo Chengkun—that old woman!
    

    

    
      What was going on? She actually knew Senior Shang? Judging from the tone, their relationship wasn’t ordinary.
    

    

    
      Something didn’t add up. 
    

    

    
      That old woman didn’t seem to be that strong, probably not even at Third Grade. 
    

    

    
      How did she have ties with Senior Shang?
    

    

    
      And they seemed to have deep grudges.
    

    

    
      "I should’ve known... hahaha..."
    

    

    
      That deranged laughter made Chen Ming’s scalp tingle.
    

  Chapter 88: Stealing Home

    
      Chapter 88: Stealing Home
    

    

    
      "Hahaha——"
    

    

    
      The mad laughter of the old woman came to an abrupt halt, as if it had been forcibly cut off.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood in place for a while, no longer hearing any sound.
    

    

    
      There were two possibilities: one, that old woman had been dealt with.
    

    

    
      Two, that Senior Shang had blocked out the sound, preventing others from hearing.
    

    

    
      "Should I leave? Or should I leave?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought for a moment and decided to just do what he needed to do.
    

    

    
      If Senior Shang wanted to silence him, he wouldn’t be able to escape anyway. Might as well face it calmly.
    

    

    
      So, he spent another hour cleaning up the surroundings, then as usual, took the hoe back to that courtyard and returned it.
    

    

    
      He glanced into the courtyard but did not see the old woman’s figure.
    

    

    
      Senior Shang was sitting under the tree as usual, holding a piece of wood carving, staring at it blankly. 
    

    

    
      He didn’t react at all to Chen Ming’s arrival.
    

    

    
      It was unknown whether that old woman had become flower fertilizer.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming put down the hoe and retreated.
    

    

    
      As he exited the main gate, the family carriage was already waiting there.
    

    

    
      He got on the carriage and said to the coachman, "To the Zhuang Residence."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian lived at Zhuyufang beside Xiushui Street, not very far.
    

    

    
      By the time the carriage reached the entrance of the Zhuang Residence, it was already dark.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming went up to knock on the door. It was Zhuang Xiaotian’s wife, Madam Li, who opened it. They had gotten married two months ago. 
    

    

    
      Madam Li was quite pretty, born into a wealthy merchant family, educated and courteous. 
    

    

    
      Knowing that Chen Ming was an honored guest, she immediately welcomed him inside.
    

    

    
      "My husband hasn’t returned yet, please wait a moment."
    

    

    
      As she was speaking, Zhuang Xiaotian returned and happily said, "What wind blew you here today? I saw your carriage at the gate."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Why are you back so late?"
    

    

    
      "Don’t mention it. A major incident happened yesterday. I was summoned in the middle of the night and had to go on duty. I’ve only just returned now."
    

    

    
      While speaking, Zhuang Xiaotian instructed his wife to prepare wine and meat, planning to have a good drink with Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming originally came with business, but upon hearing this, his curiosity was piqued. He asked, "What happened?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian waited for his wife to leave, then lowered his voice and said, "Last night, someone broke into the prison and rescued several prisoners."
    

    

    
      "What?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled. 
    

    

    
      That really was a big deal. "Who could possibly snatch people right under the eyes of the Governor?"
    

    

    
      The Governor’s Office wasn’t far from the Six Doors Authority’s main office. 
    

    

    
      At the speed of a Third Grade expert, he could arrive instantly upon receiving the news.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian gave a bitter smile and said, "If the Governor were in town, who would dare to break into the prison? These past few days, the Governor has been away at sea, negotiating with the Red Sea Lord. This matter was supposed to be extremely secret. Even within the Six Doors Authority, only a handful knew..."
    

    

    
      So, there was a mole?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was deep in thought.
    

    

    
      As for Zhao Shouchang negotiating with pirates, that was normal. 
    

    

    
      More communication meant fewer misunderstandings. If both sides could settle on mutually acceptable terms, it would help establish a long-term relationship.
    

    

    
      Once agreed, both sides could coexist peacefully.
    

    

    
      Pirates could collect taxes at sea, no longer needing to risk their lives.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang wouldn’t have to worry about pirates causing trouble in Qingfeng City again. 
    

    

    
      A win-win situation.
    

    

    
      Only, if such things got out, it would tarnish the imperial court’s reputation. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, it had to be done in secret.
    

    

    
      But in the end, someone had stolen home.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Who were the ones rescued?"
    

    

    
      That was the key.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian whispered, "Among them were two demonic members of the Cult of Eternal Life. They were supposed to be escorted to the capital in a few days. Now, I fear our Governor might be in trouble."
    

    

    
      "Was it done by the Cult of Eternal Life?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian chuckled, "The demonic members of the Cult of Eternal Life are all selfish and self-serving. Infighting among them is nothing new. How could they risk their lives to save others? This time, two more people were taken. Guess who?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "I have no idea. Stop keeping me in suspense."
    

    

    
      "It was the Sand Sea General, one of the five Sea Generals under the Red Sea Lord."
    

    

    
      So that was it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly understood.
    

    

    
      He had almost forgotten about this person. 
    

    

    
      Back when Qingfeng City was thrown into chaos by several Flood Kings, even the Gu Family had nearly been wiped out. 
    

    

    
      The Red Sea Lord had sent two Sea Generals to help eliminate those Flood Kings.
    

    

    
      In the end, they were betrayed by Yu Xiuming—one was killed, and the other was captured.
    

    

    
      To be honest, Yu Xiuming had acted in a completely dishonorable way, disregarding all codes of the martial world.
    

    

    
      So now, it was no surprise they’d make such a move in return.
    

    

    
      Clearly, this prison break was most likely orchestrated by the Red Sea Lord. 
    

    

    
      On one hand, he was negotiating with Zhao Shouchang; on the other, he had someone sneak behind and steal home—rescuing his own subordinate, and conveniently also taking the Cult of Eternal Life members. 
    

    

    
      He thoroughly screwed over Zhao Shouchang.
    

    

    
      If things weren’t handled well, Zhao Shouchang could lose his position.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming praised, "What a clever tactic."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian said, "This Red Sea Lord never takes a loss. But causing such a commotion means Qingfeng City will be troubled in the future."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "This sort of major affair is beyond our concern."
    

    

    
      "True."
    

    

    
      At that moment, Madam Li brought over the wine and dishes, placed them down, and then left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Right, who was the other person taken?"
    

    

    
      "A man named Fu Zhengyang. He was imprisoned a few months ago for a minor offense. No one knows why they bothered to rescue him too."
    

    

    
      Fu Zhengyang?
    

    

    
      Hearing that name, Chen Ming’s scalp tingled.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t that the one who disguised himself as a Seventh Grade but was actually a Sixth Grade Martial Artist?
    

    

    
      No wonder—he probably had something to do with the prison break. 
    

    

    
      This guy had been lying in wait for months inside the prison just to pull this off?
    

    

    
      Still, this had nothing to do with him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally brought up the real issue. "I want you to look into someone for me."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian instinctively straightened up and asked, "Who?"
    

    

    
      "Shang Jianfei, a man from Jiangzhou. If he’s still alive, he should be around sixty years old. He was extremely talented and quite well-known decades ago. He shouldn’t be hard to track down. Help me find detailed information on this person."
    

    

    
      "Alright, that’s no problem."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian agreed without hesitation.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming left the Zhuang Residence, it was already quite late.
    

    

    
      The cold wind was biting. 
    

    

    
      Sitting inside the carriage, he felt an inexplicable chill.
    

    

    
      With something this major, the negotiations between the pirates and the authorities were bound to fall apart. 
    

    
      Of course, these pirates could stir up waves at sea, but they were no match on land.
    

    

    
      No matter how formidable the Red Sea Lord was, he was only a Second Grade cultivator. 
    

    

    
      The Great Jin Dynasty had so many First Grade experts they couldn’t be counted on two hands.
    

    

    
      The real problem was—would these pirates collude with the demonic members of the Cult of Eternal Life?
    

    

    
      That was the truly terrifying possibility.
    

    

    
      If the Cult of Eternal Life began ambushing martial artists everywhere and then fled to sea afterward, it would become nearly impossible to eradicate them.
    

    

    
      Back in the day, even the Sea-Calming King, with all his prowess, had spent seven or eight years just to eliminate one pirate king. 
    

    

    
      And he had five experts above Third Grade under him, not to mention that he himself was a First Grade.
    

    

    
      But would the Seven Great Maritime Trading Guilds allow another Sea-Calming King to rise?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pondered this, his brows furrowing. 
    

    

    
      He had a premonition that the next few years in Qingfeng City would only grow more chaotic.
    

    

    
      A thought struck him, and he opened the system panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 39】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 15432】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Techniques: 《Iron Horse Stance》(Fifth Level Complete), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》(Ninth Level 80000/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: 《Three Talents Fist》(Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      "Still short 4600 points."
    

    

    
      At most ten more days, and he’d have enough.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming decided to speed things up and break through to Sixth Grade as soon as possible, in order to cope with the increasingly complex situation.
    

    

    
      Starting tomorrow, he would visit the old seniors more frequently.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      So, over the next two days, Chen Ming went around visiting, meeting every one of the Seventh Grade “Elders” willing to spar with him. 
    

    

    
      At last, he managed to gather the four thousand-plus experience points he needed.
    

    

    
      That night, just as Chen Ming was about to enter seclusion to level up, Zhuang Xiaotian came looking for him. 
    

    

    
      He had no choice but to delay the upgrade and go meet him.
    

    

    
      "That person you asked me to look into—I’ve got all the information. This Shang Jianfei is truly extraordinary, a genius of the sword path."
    

    

    
      As soon as Zhuang Xiaotian entered, he picked up the tea on the table and took a sip. His eyes lit up. "What tea is this? So refreshing and mellow. Truly excellent tea."
    

    

    
      "Chunxiang, pack two taels of Yunshan Maofeng for Brother Zhuang to take home."
    

    

    
      "How could I accept that?"
    

    

    
      Although Zhuang Xiaotian said that, his face lit up with joy. While the benefits at the Six Doors Authority weren’t bad, his training expenses were high. 
    

    

    
      On top of marrying and buying a house, his family wasn’t wealthy—he was indeed short on money.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could naturally see this. 
    

    

    
      Whenever he had something good, he always shared a portion with him. 
    

    

    
      It wasn’t the same as giving money directly—it was both generous and respectful of his pride. 
    

    

    
      Where else could one find a friend like this?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. "These were gifts from others. I can’t finish them all. Good things are meant to be shared with friends. Don’t be polite."
    

    

    
      "Then I shall accept graciously."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian continued sharing Shang Jianfei’s background. "He came from an ordinary background, but from a young age, he displayed remarkable talent in swordsmanship. At twenty, with just Seventh Grade cultivation, he beheaded a Sixth Grade Martial Artist. He gained the admiration of the sect master of the Qinghe Sword Sect and was accepted as his disciple... In just ten years, he reached Third Grade and gained national fame, regarded as a candidate for Sword Saint..."
    

    

    
      "But then, Shang Jianfei suddenly vanished without a trace. Not a word was heard from him again—until a few years later, when the Qinghe Sword Sect was exterminated overnight..."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Chen Ming’s pupils contracted slightly.
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      Chen Ming tactically picked up his teacup and took a sip to hide the shock in his heart.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian did not notice his abnormality and continued sighing, "Such a stunningly talented figure actually disappeared without a trace. If he were still alive today, he would probably be a peak-level Grandmaster."
    

    

    
      While refilling Zhuang Xiaotian’s cup with tea, Chen Ming casually asked, "What kind of sect is this Qinghe Sword Sect? Why have I never heard of it before?"
    

    

    
      "That’s a sect from the neighboring Yuzhou. It was annihilated more than twenty years ago, so it’s normal that you haven’t heard of it."
    

    

    
      The Great Jin Dynasty was vast, with a total of nineteen prefectures. 
    

    

    
      Each prefecture spanned a huge area, and ordinary people generally only cared about the prominent figures and major powers in their own region.
    

    

    
      Those who could exert influence across prefectures had to be top-tier forces and experts. 
    

    

    
      Like the Heaven's Path Alliance, for instance—a super sect.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Since it was a sect, there must have been many experts, right? How could it have been wiped out?"
    

    

    
      "As the saying goes, there is always someone better. Beyond experts, there are even greater ones. Even a First Grade doesn’t guarantee safety. If you provoke a peak powerhouse, you could still die on the spot."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian often loitered in the archive room of the Six Doors Authority, having read many similar high-profile case files. 
    

    

    
      He had a clearer understanding of high-end combat power in this world.
    

    

    
      "The founding ancestor of Qinghe Sword Sect was a peak powerhouse, said to have reached the fifth level of the Divine Repository, with sword techniques of unfathomable brilliance. After his death, he left behind a book, the 《Sword Manual》. Over the next two hundred years, none of the disciples managed to master the sword techniques recorded in it. Each generation declined further. In the past hundred years, not a single disciple even reached above First Grade."
    

    

    
      His mouth felt dry from talking, so he took another sip of tea before continuing, "According to the records, those murderers likely came for the 《Sword Manual》. Afterwards, Qinghe Sword Sect was burned to the ground, leaving only a field of charred corpses."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Chen Ming was almost certain that Huo Chengkun was a disciple of the Qinghe Sword Sect.
    

    

    
      He just didn’t know what relationship Huo Chengkun had with Shang Jianfei. 
    

    

    
      Were they fellow disciples, or separated by a generation?
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, this influential figure, Senior Shang, turned out to have a connection with him.
    

    

    
      Now he didn’t know whether to call him Martial Uncle or Martial Great-Uncle?
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Zhuang Xiaotian asked, "Where did you hear the name Shang Jianfei? Why did you suddenly bring him up?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already prepared his explanation. "Before Brother Zhou left, he said that my circumstances were quite similar to Senior Shang’s. I suddenly recalled this yesterday, and since I happened to be near your place, I thought I’d ask you to look into it."
    

    

    
      "So that’s it. You two indeed share some similarities. I suppose he wanted to encourage you to venture out more, find a way to join a sect. With your talent, it’s not impossible."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, how could it be that easy?
    

    

    
      According to Zhou Weihao, Shang Jianfei managed to enter Qinghe Sword Sect thanks to a recommendation from Miss Jiang.
    

    

    
      Although he also had a Miss Zhao by his side, the cultivation technique he practiced was rather special. If it didn’t align with the sect’s methods, they might not accept him.
    

    

    
      Of course, if a good sect was truly willing to take him in, he wouldn’t refuse. 
    

    

    
      Gaining an extra backer was always a good thing.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming changed the subject. "The streets have been under lockdown these past two days. I heard the city gates are sealed. There’ve been two rounds of searches at my place. Are those prison attackers still hiding in the city?"
    

    

    
      In the past two days, he had gone out to spar with others and been stopped and questioned by Six Doors Authority personnel over ten times.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian smiled bitterly. "Seems like it. I just hope I don’t run into those bastards during the searches."
    

    

    
      With his strength, if he really encountered them, a fight would mean certain death. 
    

    

    
      No matter how big the merit, what good was it if he died?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After sending off Zhuang Xiaotian, Chen Ming returned inside and instructed Chunxiang and Xiaxiang to guard the entrance, warning them not to let anyone in.
    

    

    
      Then, he sat cross-legged on the bed, opened the panel, and directly maxed out the proficiency of the 《Three Suns Body Tempering》.
    

    

    
      【Level: 39】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 211】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Techniques: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level, Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Ninth Level, Perfected)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      "Still Level 39!"
    

    

    
      Seeing that his level had not changed, Chen Ming thought, "Looks like only after comprehending the 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 can I step into Sixth Grade."
    

    

    
      After maxing out the proficiency, he felt his entire body overflowing with Qi and blood, almost to the point of bursting.
    

    

    
      He took out the manual left to him by Old Liu and began studying it.
    

    

    
      Over the past two months, he had studied this technique daily, but there always seemed to be something missing. 
    

    

    
      He had never been able to fully grasp it.
    

    

    
      The fact that it hadn’t appeared on the panel proved it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was not in a hurry. He believed it was likely that only by cultivating the 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 to the ninth Level in perfection could he comprehend this technique.
    

    

    
      He carefully studied the technique written in the manual and gradually entered a state of forgetting both self and the outside world.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming's seclusion lasted for half a month.
    

    

    
      During this half month, he did not step outside his room even once. 
    

    

    
      He had also suspended the students' classes. 
    

    

    
      Even when guests came calling, he did not see them.
    

    

    
      Even close friends like Zhuang Xiaotian and Zhang Mingyu were blocked at the door by Chunxiang and Xiaxiang.
    

    

    
      During this time, Zhao Xiyan came once, but also did not get to see Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Such unusual behavior naturally aroused some speculation.
    

    

    
      In the Chen Residence, Madam Wei strictly forbade anyone from making noise, for fear of disturbing Ah Ming, even though the likelihood was minimal.
    

    

    
      The servants in the residence were all extremely cautious, not daring to approach Chen Ming’s courtyard, not even daring to speak loudly.
    

    

    
      Though Madam Wei was dying of curiosity inside, she dared not ask her husband, as if fearing that speaking it aloud would invite disaster.
    

    

    
      She even stationed Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda outside Chen Ming’s small courtyard to ensure that no one disturbed him.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was also somewhat uneasy, returning home early every day and staying in the study, holding a book in his hand that he couldn’t focus on, often glancing in the direction of his younger brother’s courtyard.
    

    

    
      The oppressive atmosphere at home was felt even by the two little ones.
    

    

    
      Though they didn’t know what had happened, after being scolded a few times, they became extra cautious, afraid of angering their parents.
    

    

    
      Even at mealtimes, they spoke softly.
    

    

    
      "Brother, what’s wrong with Mom and Dad?"
    

    

    
      Four-year-old Chen Lirong could already eat at the table by herself. Seeing her parents looking absent-minded, she stared at her brother Chen Lide with her big round eyes.
    

    

    
      Seven or eight-year-old Chen Lide frowned and glared at her. "This is grown-up business. Kids shouldn’t meddle."
    

    

    
      "Where’s Little Uncle? Why isn’t he eating with us?"
    

    

    
      "Don’t know."
    

    

    
      "Did bad guys catch him again?" Chen Lirong asked worriedly. 
    

    

    
      She had once overheard the maids mention her childhood, saying that when she was little, Little Uncle had been captured by bad people. 
    

    

    
      That small memory stayed in her heart, naturally leading her to make this connection.
    

    

    
      "Don’t worry. There’s no bad guy who can catch your Little Uncle now."
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming’s cheerful voice came from outside.
    

    

    
      Hearing his voice, Chen Lirong happily stood up. "Little Uncle!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming scooped up his little niece and spun her around before looking toward his equally excited and expectant older brother and sister-in-law. He said, "These past few days must’ve worried you. I’m fine."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui breathed a sigh of relief and repeated, "It’s good you’re fine. It’s good you’re fine."
    

    

    
      "Ah Ming, you—"
    

    

    
      Madam Wei wanted to ask more, but her husband tugged at her, and she quickly fell silent.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pretended not to notice and said with a smile, "I was just in seclusion. No need to make such a fuss."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui said seriously, "Anything concerning you is the family’s top priority."
    

    

    
      Then, he paused and asked, "Did it go smoothly?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Quite smoothly."
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Chen Rui was reassured and said, "Come, let’s eat."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pinched his niece’s cheeks and asked, "Haven’t seen me in so long, did you miss your Little Uncle?"
    

    

    
      "Yes." the little girl replied in a childish voice. Her face was squeezed flat and round without any annoyance. 
    

    

    
      Instead, she hugged his neck with her chubby little hands.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed heartily.
    

    

    
      Some kids were just naturally lovable. 
    

    

    
      This little niece was much more endearing than that overly mature nephew.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After dinner, Chen Rui pulled his wife into their room and reminded her, "Judging from Ah Ming’s appearance, he probably didn’t succeed. He must be feeling frustrated, so don’t ask him."
    

    

    
      "Got it."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Chen Ming returned to his courtyard and opened the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 40】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 0】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Techniques: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Ninth Level Perfected), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 (First Level 211/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      He had successfully broken through to the Sixth Grade True Qi Realm and generated a strand of true qi within his body, stepping into an entirely new realm.
    

    

    
      However, he did not want to draw too much attention, so he hadn’t told his elder brother and sister-in-law.
    

    

    
      At such a sensitive time, it was best to stay low-key.
    

    

    
      So, even though he knew they had misunderstood, he did not explain.
    

    

    
      Given their personalities, if they found out, they would definitely start offering sacrifices and making vows at temples, making it known to the whole world.
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      In the early morning, as the sky was just beginning to brighten, Chen Ming stood beneath the eaves, watching snowflakes drift down from the sky. 
    

    

    
      It was the first snowfall of the winter this year.
    

    

    
      He extended his hand, and a strange scene occurred—the snowflakes falling above vanished into thin air about thirty to forty centimeters from his palm.
    

    

    
      This was not a direct effect of true qi, but rather a consequence of his excessively vigorous qi and blood.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the true qi in his body was slowly flowing along a meridian, and with each complete cycle, it became more active.
    

    

    
      After reaching Sixth Grade, the enhancement of strength became more tangible and perceptible.
    

    

    
      According to the 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》, martial artists at Sixth Grade must unblock the twelve principal meridians within the body. 
    

    

    
      Once all were unblocked, true qi would be fully developed.
    

    

    
      This required a grinding effort—accumulation over time.
    

    

    
      For him, the way to accumulate was by earning experience points.
    

    

    
      The first tier alone required one hundred thousand points.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt the pressure mounting. 
    

    

    
      He counted on his fingers and realized that the Sixth Grade Martial Artists residing permanently in Qingfeng City could be counted on two hands.
    

    

    
      Sixth Grade Martial Artists were not like those of Seventh Grade; they were considered true seniors. Just like Huo Chengkun before—he had been a prominent figure in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Moreover, these individuals often had many disciples or were symbols of their family clans.
    

    

    
      They had fame and influence. 
    

    

    
      It was impossible for them to casually spar with others—they could not afford to lose. 
    

    

    
      This was no longer a matter of personal honor.
    

    

    
      They represented the face of an entire faction.
    

    

    
      Even though it was just one grade apart, the social standing between Sixth and Seventh Grade was vastly different, and so were their mentalities.
    

    

    
      Most crucially, he might not win.
    

    

    
      Sixth Grade was a watershed—from third-rate to second-rate. 
    

    

    
      The logic of techniques shifted as well. 
    

    

    
      If he used the fully mastered 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》 to spar against those veteran Sixth Grade experts, chances were high he would lose.
    

    

    
      No matter what, the 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》 was still just third-rate.
    

    

    
      A true second-rate martial technique was wielded with true qi. Its power was incomparable.
    

    

    
      "I must find a way to learn a second-rate martial technique."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt that his experience points were entirely insufficient.
    

    

    
      He hesitated for a moment but gave up on the idea of asking Zhao Xiyan for help. He already owed her a significant favor. If he owed her another, it would be difficult to repay.
    

    

    
      He thought to himself, "Looks like there's only him!"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After breakfast, Chen Ming took a carriage and departed. 
    

    

    
      Braving the wind and snow, he arrived at the gates of the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      As usual, he stepped forward and knocked on the door. "Senior, this junior has come to see you."
    

    

    
      After waiting a while, he said, "This junior is coming in now." He then pushed open the door and stepped inside.
    

    

    
      A thin layer of snow covered the ground, which had melted and refrozen into ice, making it a bit slippery.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked all the way to that small courtyard. 
    

    

    
      The courtyard was empty; all the potted plants had been moved indoors. 
    

    

    
      Only a bare old tree stood there, stripped of its leaves.
    

    

    
      The old man was not in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      He entered the yard and bowed respectfully toward the house. "Senior, this junior has a request."
    

    

    
      After speaking, he paused. Seeing no response from inside, he gritted his teeth and continued, "Half a month ago, the old woman who offended you—this junior wishes to know her current whereabouts and humbly requests your guidance."
    

    

    
      After another moment of silence.
    

    

    
      Finally, a somewhat hoarse voice came from within the house, "You and… her… what kind of… relationship?"
    

    

    
      It sounded like someone who hadn’t spoken in a long time, struggling to form words.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming steadied himself and replied, "Strictly speaking, this junior should address her as martial aunt."
    

    

    
      At that moment, the door of the house opened. 
    

    

    
      The old man limped out, his withered face showing no expression, but a cold gleam flashed in his cloudy old eyes. "You are… whose disciple?"
    

    

    
      "This junior once studied under Old Huo for several years."
    

    

    
      "What… have you learned?"
    

    

    
      "《Iron Horse Stance》, 《Three Talents Saber Technique》, 《Five Elements Saber Technique》… Actually, it’s 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》. It was a disciple of martial aunt who helped me correct it back to a sword technique."
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming finished speaking, several seconds passed with no response from the old man, making him break into a cold sweat.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, with a swish, a sword flew out from within the house and landed by his feet.
    

    

    
      He was startled. 
    

    

    
      The old man hadn’t moved, yet the sword flew out on its own. Such a technique—was it "Sword Controlled by Qi"?
    

    

    
      The old man spoke, "Let me see the depth of your 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》。"
    

    

    
      "Yes, sir."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming drew his sword and began demonstrating the sword technique in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Before a First Grade expert, he naturally brought out his best skills. When he executed the first strike, a subtle change appeared on the old man’s withered face.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Moments later, the sky-filling sword shadows in the courtyard faded.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had demonstrated all seventy-two moves of the sword technique. 
    

    

    
      He finally sheathed his sword and stood upright, saying to the old man, "Senior, I have shown my humble skills."
    

    

    
      A gentle kindness emerged in the old man’s eyes. "You… are quite good."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Then about my martial aunt…"
    

    

    
      "She is fine. She—"
    

    

    
      The old man paused for two seconds before continuing, "Come inside."
    

    

    
      Though puzzled, Chen Ming obediently walked into the house.
    

    

    
      The room was empty except for a single chair. 
    

    

    
      On the floor lay several hoes and shovels. 
    

    

    
      Other than that, there was nothing else.
    

    

    
      A dust-covered sword sheath hung on the wall. 
    

    

    
      Only the sheath remained—no sword.
    

    

    
      He glanced at the sword in his hand and knew it was the one that belonged in that sheath.
    

    

    
      Inside was another door, leading to the back room.
    

    

    
      However, he did not venture in recklessly, so as not to violate this senior’s taboos.
    

    

    
      "This time, I bet right."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself.
    

    

    
      Now that he knew this Senior Shang and Huo Chengkun were fellow disciples, he would naturally take advantage of that connection.
    

    

    
      Using the pretext of pleading for his "martial aunt," he could make clear his ties with Huo Chengkun.
    

    

    
      By finally demonstrating a swordsmanship talent unmatched for his age, he managed to impress Senior Shang right away. 
    

    

    
      This could be considered his initial success in clinging to a powerful backer.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Junior pays respects to Senior Shang."
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a somewhat familiar voice reached Chen Ming’s ears, shocking him—how could it be him?
    

    

    
      That voice belonged to none other than Zhao Shouchang, the highest-ranking officer of the Six Doors Authority in Qingfeng City, a Third Grade Inspector.
    

    

    
      He actually knew Senior Shang too?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was truly stunned. 
    

    

    
      Did this mean the Six Doors Authority had always known about the old man hiding here?
    

    

    
      "You… what are you… here for?" The old man’s voice carried a chill.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang remained respectful, "Junior has one question. Previously, Senior declared that no Third Grade martial artist was to enter Qingfeng City. Why, then, did you allow one in half a month ago?"
    

    

    
      The old man’s voice was hoarse. "If you can… come, others… can too."
    

    

    
      Crap!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s scalp tingled.
    

    

    
      So it was Senior Shang who had prevented the court from sending Third Grade experts to Qingfeng City all these years?
    

    

    
      But why was Zhao Shouchang an exception?
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang’s voice sounded somewhat bitter. "I had thought Senior no longer concerned yourself with worldly affairs. To think…"
    

    

    
      "Is there more?" The old man was clearly trying to dismiss him.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang said, "Please allow this junior to offer a stick of incense to my aunt."
    

    

    
      Aunt…
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming realize—Zhao Shouchang was the nephew of that Consort. 
    

    

    
      No wonder the court had sent him. 
    

    

    
      They knew that Senior Shang wouldn’t harm him.
    

    

    
      So those rumors spreading in the streets were indeed unreliable.
    

    

    
      The old man said coldly, "That won’t be necessary."
    

    

    
      "Then this junior shall take his leave." Zhao Shouchang dared not say more and left immediately.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After Zhao Shouchang departed, Chen Ming thought it was his cue to leave.
    

    

    
      The old man spoke again, "Why… not let… him see?"
    

    

    
      His raised foot immediately retracted. 
    

    

    
      Those words were clearly not meant for him. 
    

    

    
      That meant… someone else was also present.
    

    

    
      A playful laugh sounded. "I just had him spinning in circles. If he saw me, wouldn’t a fight break out?"
    

    

    
      Judging by the voice, the person wasn’t very old and spoke in a rather familiar tone.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart sounded an alarm. 
    

    

    
      Not good—this was a competitor!
    

    

    
      Could this be Senior Shang’s disciple?
    

    

    
      If he already had a disciple, his willingness to train another would likely diminish significantly.
    

    

    
      Think about it—a lonely elder with no ties, finding a young man who resembled his younger self, with deep shared connections. If they got along well, leaving everything to him one day would not be surprising.
    

    

    
      But if the old man had a biological granddaughter?
    

    

    
      Then things would be very different.
    

    

    
      Forget it. One shouldn’t be too greedy.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, as long as he could learn one second-rate sword technique, this trip would already be worthwhile.
    

    

    
      He waited for a while longer, but no more sounds came from outside. 
    

    

    
      Most likely, just like last time, he was being shielded from hearing anything.
    

    

    
      All he could do was wait.
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      Chapter 91: Vermilion Bird Sword Technique
    

    

    
      The snow in the courtyard had unknowingly stopped.
    

    

    
      In the deeply sunken sockets of Shang Jianfei’s eyes, there was a trace of sorrow. "Why didn’t you... tell me that Junior Brother Huo... was in the city?"
    

    

    
      Standing in front of him was a woman in red. She wore a white cloak, spotless and pristine. Her appearance was stunning—at first glance, she seemed like a seventeen- or eighteen-year-old girl, but on closer inspection, she resembled a young woman just past twenty, exuding a dangerous and mysterious aura.
    

    

    
      A hint of worry showed in her eyes."I only found out this year. I hadn’t had the chance to tell you before he died..."
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei spoke softly,"He... didn’t know... anything..."
    

    

    
      He fell silent for a moment, seemingly recalling old memories.
    

    

    
      "How did he... die?"
    

    

    
      "He was killed by a disciple named Sun Shicai. But someone already avenged him—it was another one of his disciples. The one you saw before, who came with that young man from the Zhou family."
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei fell silent once more.
    

    

    
      The woman asked,"What about your Junior Sister—how will you deal with her?"
    

    

    
      A flicker crossed Shang Jianfei’s eyes as he replied,"Don’t... hurt her."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      The woman looked at the elderly man before her, as if he were a candle in the wind, and a wave of sorrow welled up in her heart. But she quickly hardened her resolve and said,"I’m leaving. Take care."
    

    

    
      With that, she turned and walked away. 
    

    

    
      A gust of wind blew, lifting the tail of her cloak high into the air.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming waited for quite a while. 
    

    

    
      Just as he was starting to feel bored, the door finally opened, and the old man walked in.
    

    

    
      "Senior." He hurriedly saluted, while inwardly guessing what that woman had said to the old man.
    

    

    
      In fact, from the very first sentence she spoke, the information she revealed allowed him to make a rough guess about her identity.
    

    

    
      "Give me your hand."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming obediently extended his hand. 
    

    

    
      The old man grasped his wrist, and suddenly a trace of surprise flashed in his eyes. 
    

    

    
      He exclaimed in astonishment,"Blazing Sun Divine Art?"
    

    

    
      "Where did you learn this divine art?"
    

    

    
      His tone abruptly turned stern, and his fingers tightened slightly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately felt as if his wrist was caught in an iron clamp, a chill rising in his heart. He knew that a wrong answer here could very well cost him his life.
    

    

    
      So, he recounted everything—how he had obtained the Three Suns Body Tempering and the Six Suns Qi Nurturing, and all the events surrounding them.
    

    

    
      At some point, Shang Jianfei had already loosened his grip and was quietly listening. He waited until Chen Ming finished before softly saying,"So that’s how it is... This Blazing Sun Divine Art was originally a family inheritance of an old acquaintance of mine... That you ended up with it must be fate."
    

    

    
      After saying this, he paused and sighed. "Since you’ve already practiced the Blazing Sun Divine Art, you’re no longer suited to learn the martial arts of our sect."
    

    

    
      He spoke more fluently now.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could feel it. 
    

    

    
      Ever since the old man discovered he had cultivated the Blazing Sun Divine Art, his attitude had cooled noticeably.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but smile bitterly in his heart.
    

    

    
      This was all fate. 
    

    

    
      Back then, he hadn’t sought out Huo Chengkun, choosing instead to cultivate the Three Suns Body Tempering. 
    

    

    
      That led to today’s outcome.
    

    

    
      Of course, if he had truly become Huo Chengkun’s disciple after mastering five full levels of the Iron Horse Stance back then, he might have died during the bandit raid.
    

    

    
      Some things, truly, could not be forced.
    

    

    
      "However——"
    

    

    
      The old man suddenly changed his tone and said,"When I was young, I once inadvertently acquired a sword technique. It suits you quite well. If you’re willing, I can teach it to you."
    

    

    
      This meant that he couldn’t pass on the legacy of his sect to Chen Ming, so he was offering this sword technique as compensation.
    

    

    
      "This junior is willing."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately kowtowed.
    

    

    
      His original goal had merely been to acquire a second-rate sword technique. 
    

    

    
      Now he had achieved it, though the journey had been full of twists and turns.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      From then on, Chen Ming went to the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion every day, following Shang Jianfei to learn swordsmanship. 
    

    

    
      After a full month, he finally barely managed to grasp the basics of this new sword technique.
    

    

    
      He could tell that Shang Jianfei was almost out of patience in teaching him.
    

    

    
      Once, the old man casually muttered,"Back then, I learned it in just one day..."
    

    

    
      A sword genius like him clearly couldn’t tolerate a fool.
    

    

    
      He was probably deeply puzzled. 
    

    

    
      With Chen Ming’s level of comprehension, how had he managed to master the Swallow Returns Sword Technique to such a degree?
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei had not asked, but Chen Ming knew that this was definitely what he was thinking.
    

    

    
      Therefore, when Chen Ming finally grasped the basics of this sword technique a month later, he saw a sense of relief in the old man’s expression.
    

    

    
      He felt somewhat guilty. 
    

    

    
      The original host’s aptitude was indeed mediocre, and his own talent was only average.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Shang Jianfei truly did not know how to teach. 
    

    

    
      It was like a math genius trying to teach high school students—jumping straight to calculus, making him feel like he was listening to an alien language.
    

    

    
      In any case, when Chen Ming saw a new entry for 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 on the panel, he finally let out a sigh of relief. He had at least gotten through the basics.
    

    

    
      Then, he shared this good news with the old senior.
    

    

    
      That day, as Chen Ming was taking his leave, Shang Jianfei suddenly said,"From now on, you need not come again."
    

    

    
      He froze for a moment but did not press further. He merely saluted,"This junior will forever remember the grace of Senior’s instruction."
    

    

    
      He understood that Shang Jianfei was actually doing it for his own good.
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei carried heavy karmic burdens. Getting too close to him would easily pull one into storms of chaos, and those were battles between beings above the First Grade. As a mere Sixth Grade, getting involved could mean dying without even knowing how it happened.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Just after Chen Ming left, the same woman in the white cloak from before appeared in the courtyard. Looking in the direction where Chen Ming had disappeared, she said,"Uncle Shang wishes to keep him out of this, but I’m afraid it won’t be so easy. He’s been coming here every day. Zhao Shouchang has already noticed him."
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei resumed his withered expression."Whether he can escape this vortex will depend on his fate."
    

    

    
      The woman seemed to recall something, and a strange smile appeared in her eyes."However, I think Zhao Shouchang’s daughter seems to be quite fond of him. I imagine she will find a way to protect him. Speaking of which, his experiences are somewhat similar to yours when you were young."
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei said nothing.
    

    

    
      After a long pause, he finally said,"His aptitude is lacking."
    

    

    
      The woman laughed.
    

    

    
      Of course, she had seen that too. Otherwise, she would have found a way to pull him under her wing long ago. How could she have let him fall into the hands of Zhao Shouchang’s daughter?
    

    

    
      最⊥新⊥小⊥說⊥在⊥⊥⊥首⊥發！
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      "Panel!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t know that, in the eyes of Shang Jianfei and that mysterious woman, he was someone of mediocre talent. Even if he knew, he wouldn’t have cared. He silently recited in his heart and summoned the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 40】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 3580】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Techniques: 《Iron Horse Stance》(Fifth Level Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》(Ninth Level Perfected), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》(First Level 230/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: 《Three Talents Fist》(Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique(Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife(Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique(Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》(Entry 1/100000)】
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming saw the string of zeroes required for proficiency in 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》, he felt a headache coming on. 
    

    

    
      Just to reach entry level, it needed a full hundred thousand points.
    

    

    
      Over the past month, he had only scraped together a pitiful three thousand-plus experience points from the other students.
    

    

    
      At this rate, when would he ever earn enough points to level up?
    

    

    
      "Looks like, I’ll have to go with that method."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally made up his mind—to go all out.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next day, Chen Ming had Chunxiang deliver a letter to Zhao Xiyan, inviting her to meet at the Drunken Immortal Tower.
    

    

    
      He waited early in the private room until afternoon before Zhao Xiyan finally arrived late. 
    

    

    
      She was still dressed in men’s attire, holding a folding fan, looking every bit like an elegant young nobleman.
    

    

    
      She lifted her chin and, upon entering, first gave a cold humph and said sarcastically,"I wonder what matter brings Brother Chen to meet this little brother today?"
    

    

    
      Even the way she addressed him had changed to "Brother Chen," clearly showing she was annoyed.
    

    

    
      And she had reason to be.
    

    

    
      For the past few months, it seemed like Chen Ming had been avoiding her. Several times she went to his home, and he was either out or in seclusion—not even letting her in.
    

    

    
      As proud and haughty as she was, getting snubbed repeatedly, she naturally wouldn’t go invite more humiliation.
    

    

    
      Today, when she received Chen Ming’s message, she deliberately arrived several hours late—just to make a statement.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood up and said,"Are you angry at me?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan turned her face away."How would I dare?"
    

    

    
      "Then allow me to apologize. If I’ve done anything wrong, you’re free to scold me. If that’s not enough, you can even hit me."
    

    

    
      "Who wants to hit you? It would dirty my... my hands." Zhao Xiyan spat lightly and finally turned to look at him. But as soon as she did, she froze. Her bright, wide eyes opened to the limit."You—"
    

    

    
      She instantly saw the change in Chen Ming—not only was his qi and blood full, but a flame burned within his body!
    

    

    
      Of course, she knew what that flame was.
    

    

    
      True Qi!
    

    

    
      He was Sixth Grade now!
    

    

    
      He actually became a Sixth Grade Martial Artist!
    

    

    
      In his past life, Chen Ming had dated a few times, so naturally he knew how to coax girls. 
    

    

    
      These were modern dating tactics, and in a feudal society, they were absolutely overwhelming.
    

    

    
      "I’ve been focusing solely on cultivation lately and neglected you..."
    

    

    
      A flush of red spread across Zhao Xiyan’s face. 
    

    

    
      She excitedly grabbed his hand. "You... when did you break through?"
    

    

    
      All her anger had long vanished without a trace, replaced by a surge of joy so intense it felt like her chest would burst.
    

    

    
      Seeing that she was even happier than he was, Chen Ming thought to himself: Girls in this world are really easy to please.
    

    

    
      He told her honestly,"A month ago."
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      Chapter 92: Isn't This Just Bullying?
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan, upon hearing this good news, seemed to have forgotten her spat with Chen Ming and excitedly drank wine with him in celebration.
    

    

    
      After a few cups, a faint flush appeared on Zhao Xiyan’s fair and delicate face. Her eyes sparkled as if filled with stars. "Brother Chen, now that you've broken through to Sixth Grade, what are your plans?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, hearing her question, was pleased and boldly said, "I’ve already decided. I plan to challenge the experts from all the schools in Qingfeng City to hone my saber techniques."
    

    

    
      "This——"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan hesitated slightly and gently said, "You’ve only just broken through to Sixth Grade, and your cultivation is still shallow. It might be better to stabilize your foundation first."
    

    

    
      The implication was clear—your strength is still too low; challenging experts of the same realm is just asking to be humiliated.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said passionately, "Time waits for no one. You know I wasn’t born into a prestigious clan. If I want to improve, I can only do so by learning from others and combining the strengths of many. That’s the only way to reach greater heights."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan put down her wine cup, bit her lip, and said, "Actually, if you want to join a sect..."
    

    

    
      "Xiyan!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming interrupted her. 
    

    

    
      It was the first time he had directly called her name. His expression was serious as he said, "If you still consider me a friend, then don’t bring this up again."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan's heart trembled slightly. 
    

    

    
      She lowered her head and softly said, "I understand."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression softened, and his tone became gentler. "I know you mean well, it’s just that..."
    

    

    
      I have my pride!
    

    

    
      He didn’t say the words aloud.
    

    

    
      He suddenly thought of Shang Jianfei back in the day. 
    

    

    
      He must have also been proud and arrogant, yet in the end, he accepted Miss Jiang’s goodwill and joined the Qinghe Sword Sect. 
    

    

    
      He must have been battered by reality, finally left with no choice but to compromise.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan stared at him in a daze.
    

    

    
      In the past, the Chen Ming in her eyes was always polite, gentle to others, grateful for kindness, and vengeful for enmity—a man of soft exterior and firm resolve.
    

    

    
      This was the first time she saw him display such domineering strength.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she recalled her mother’s words. 
    

    

    
      For a man, two things were most important: strength and power. 
    

    

    
      These two things could completely change a man.
    

    

    
      "When do you plan to start?"
    

    

    
      "No time like the present—today."
    

    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Afternoon, around the hour of Shen.
    

    

    
      A group of people, men and women, suddenly appeared at the entrance of Chaoyang Martial School. 
    

    

    
      Leading them was Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      As they were about to enter, they were stopped.
    

    

    
      Two young men in training uniforms stood in their way. One of them spoke calmly, "Second Young Master Chen, please halt. The headmaster is not here. Please return another day."
    

    

    
      Everyone at the martial school knew that Second Young Master Chen had tried several times to spar with the headmaster. 
    

    

    
      The headmaster always refused and eventually instructed his disciples to stop him from entering.
    

    

    
      After a few attempts, Chen Ming stopped showing up.
    

    

    
      No one expected that after so long, Second Young Master Chen would return.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled slightly and said, "Send word to Lu Chaofeng. Tell him I’m here to challenge the school. If he hides like a turtle, don’t blame me for smashing your signboard."
    

    

    
      Everyone present was stunned.
    

    

    
      "You… what did you say?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming disdained repeating himself. 
    

    

    
      With a wave of his hand, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang sprang out simultaneously. 
    

    

    
      With a kick from the left and right, they struck the two who blocked their path in the chest, sending them flying.
    

    

    
      Chunxiang shouted sternly, "My Second Master gives you only half a stick of incense’s time."
    

    

    
      Xiaxiang followed up, "If Lu Chaofeng doesn’t come out to fight, we’ll smash your signboard!"
    

    

    
      Immediately, the disciples of Chaoyang Martial School were in an uproar, shouting, "Someone’s here to challenge the school!"
    

    

    
      "Quick, inform the headmaster!"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Standing beside Chen Ming, Zhao Xiyan glanced at the two dark-skinned maids and realized they had reached Ninth Grade. 
    

    

    
      She thought, Brother Chen must have trained them as martial maids, though they weren’t pretty enough for high status.
    

    

    
      She said, "Doesn’t Chaoyang Martial School lack a Sixth Grade Martial Artist?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled, "Who said I was going to challenge a Sixth Grade?"
    

    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan’s mind was in a whirl, and she nearly failed to grasp what he meant.
    

    

    
      At that moment, an angry roar came from inside, "Chen Ming, how dare you act so brazenly here? Do you really think this Headmaster is afraid of you?"
    

    

    
      An imposing elder in black brocade robes charged out. 
    

    

    
      It was none other than the Headmaster of Chaoyang Martial School, Lu Chaofeng.
    

    

    
      The fame of Chaoyang Martial School was second only to Wind and Thunder Martial School, and Lu Chaofeng himself was a Seventh Grade Martial Artist.
    

    

    
      This old man was exactly the type who relied on his age to act superior, always putting on airs, and completely unreasonable no matter what was said.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the first person Chen Ming wanted to challenge was this man.
    

    

    
      If you don’t want face, then I won’t give you any either.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the past, when Chen Ming lacked the strength and worried about protecting his family, he took a conciliatory approach—befriending first, then sparring.
    

    

    
      But things were different now. 
    

    

    
      He had grown stronger, had Zhao Xiyan by his side, and with the prestige he had gained in the Huo Residence, he no longer had to worry about protecting his family.
    

    

    
      Moreover, he urgently needed a large amount of experience points, so he simply tore off the mask of warmth. 
    

    

    
      Those who previously refused to spar with him—he went directly to challenge them.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped forward, hands behind his back, and said disdainfully, "Enough talk. Make your move."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan stood to the side, dumbfounded and shocked.
    

    

    
      Back at Drunken Immortal Tower, he had spoken with such passion and grandeur. 
    

    

    
      She had always thought Chen Ming was going to challenge those Sixth Grade experts.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought—he was actually challenging Seventh Grade Martial Artists.
    

    

    
      Using Sixth Grade cultivation to challenge Seventh Grade—wasn’t this pure bullying?
    

    

    
      Just as she was thinking this, a loud bang was heard—Lu Chaofeng had already been sent flying, crashing into a group of disciples and knocking them to the ground. Chaos erupted in the entire martial school.
    

    

    
      "So much for that."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming snorted coldly as a notification appeared in front of him: 【You have defeated an LV35 opponent and gained 400 experience points】
    

    

    
      Four hundred points—not bad at all.
    

    

    
      In high spirits, he pulled Zhao Xiyan away and said, "Come on, let’s hit the next one."
    

    

    
      "Six… Sixth Grade? You’re actually already Sixth Grade?"
    

    

    
      Behind them, Lu Chaofeng’s voice rang out in disbelief.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Just like that, Chen Ming brought Zhao Xiyan along and challenged every single one of those Seventh Grade Martial Artists who had previously refused to spar with him.
    

    

    
      Every fight was settled in a single move—swift and clean. Efficiency was the name of the game.
    

    

    
      As word spread, a group of onlookers began to follow behind, eager to watch the excitement.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t every day that one got to see one lofty martial expert after another being beaten down—an immensely satisfying spectacle.
    

    

    
      Missing such a show would be a lifetime’s regret.
    

    

    
      Dragged along by Chen Ming, Zhao Xiyan went from initial shock and confusion, to shame and speechlessness, to eventual numbness.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming challenged one Seventh Grade, people said he lacked martial ethics.
    

    

    
      When he challenged three to five, they thought he was seeking revenge.
    

    

    
      But after a dozen or so, there was only one conclusion left in everyone’s minds—he was asserting dominance!
    

    

    
      The onlookers, who had started with hushed whispers, gradually fell silent, watching Chen Ming with eyes full of awe.
    

    

    
      Almost overnight, Chen Ming’s image changed—from the affectionate and righteous gentleman, gentle as jade, to a smiling tiger who paid back every slight.
    

    

    
      Only now did many suddenly remember—this Second Young Master was someone who would kill in a fury if provoked.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t care how others saw him. 
    

    

    
      Even when Zhao Xiyan started looking at him strangely after the challenge tour, he paid it no mind.
    

    

    
      Sometimes, a fierce reputation had its advantages. 
    

    

    
      It made people think twice before crossing him.
    

    

    
      Twenty-seven Seventh Grade opponents had earned him a total of 10,800 experience points—an average of 400 each. 
    

    

    
      Even more than he had expected.
    

    

    
      "We continue tomorrow."
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming escorted Zhao Xiyan back to the Inspectorate, that was what he told her.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan opened her mouth but said nothing in the end. 
    

    

    
      She entered the residence with her personal maid.
    

    

    
      After watching her go in, Chen Ming returned home with Chunxiang and Xiaxiang.
    

    

    
      Chunxiang whispered, "Young Master, I think Zhao… the Young Miss might not come tomorrow."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "It doesn’t matter whether she comes or not."
    

    

    
      After all, with today’s spectacle, everyone already knew that he had a close relationship with the daughter of Inspector Zhao. 
    

    

    
      He was borrowing influence—plain and simple.
    

    

    
      Sometimes, one had to use what could be used. 
    

    

    
      People obsessed with moral purity never amounted to much.
    

    

    
      This was also a test—to see how far Zhao Xiyan was willing to go for him.
    

    

    
      Was she merely trying to win him over?
    

    

    
      Or was it just a beauty trap?
    

    

    
      Or could it be that she was truly willing to do things that slightly went against her own principles… for him?
    

    

    
      Judging by her performance today, it could only be said that she valued him greatly. Though dragged along by force, she still accompanied him through the whole ordeal.
    

    

    
      Tomorrow would tell.
    

    

    
      What would she do then?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite looking forward to it.
    

  Chapter 93: Don’t Get Too Close

    
      Chapter 93: Don’t Get Too Close
    

    

    
      Governor’s study. 
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang, dressed in a scholar’s robe, was reading under the lamp.
    

    

    
      He was deeply engrossed when the steward quietly reported, “Master, Miss has returned.”
    

    

    
      He gave no response, as if he hadn’t heard, his attention still fixed on the book.
    

    

    
      The old steward remained standing in place, waiting.
    

    

    
      After a while, Zhao Shouchang finally finished the page and placed the book on the table, asking, “Where did she go today?”
    

    

    
      His daughter had always been sensible and rarely returned home so late. If she did, she would at least inform the steward in advance.
    

    

    
      But today, there hadn’t been a word.
    

    

    
      It was very unusual.
    

    

    
      The steward replied, “Miss has been with Chen Ming the whole time.”
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing the name, Zhao Shouchang’s eyes sharpened. “Is he the young man who killed that patrol envoy who betrayed his master and ancestors?”
    

    

    
      “It’s him, Master.”
    

    

    
      So it was him?
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang’s brow furrowed slightly, almost imperceptibly.
    

    

    
      Naturally, he was aware that his daughter had been drawing in the guards and servants in the residence. 
    

    

    
      In the past two years, she had even begun reaching out to people outside the household. 
    

    

    
      All of this had been with his tacit approval.
    

    

    
      His daughter, after all, could not simply know needlework and bookkeeping. If she didn’t understand the ways of winning people over, she’d be easily bullied after marriage.
    

    

    
      So, he had always supported her, allowing her to act freely.
    

    

    
      But this Chen Ming was not an ordinary person. 
    

    

    
      He was involved with Shang Jianfei.
    

    

    
      After Zhao Shouchang had met Shang Jianfei last time, he had ordered men to keep a close eye on the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Then, they discovered a young man visiting the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion daily, staying inside for one to two hours each time. 
    

    

    
      Clearly, he had an unusual relationship with Shang Jianfei.
    

    

    
      Hence, a man was assigned specifically to watch this Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      However, over the past month, Zhao Xiyan had not sought out Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang had no idea that his daughter had been associating with him.
    

    

    
      The steward had noticed Zhao Shouchang’s reaction and immediately realized that the master not only knew this person, but also took him very seriously.
    

    

    
      The steward quietly raised his own estimation of this young man named Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang asked, “Does Yan’er hold him in high regard?”
    

    

    
      The steward said, “We just received news—this man has already broken through to Sixth Grade.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang didn’t react much, merely said, “Go summon Yan’er. I have something to say to her.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      The steward bowed and retreated, a bit puzzled.
    

    

    
      The Sixth Grade was a watershed for martial artists.
    

    

    
      Generally, anyone who could break through to Sixth Grade before the age of thirty was considered a talented youth with boundless potential, possibly destined for Third Grade in the future.
    

    

    
      This Chen Ming was only twenty-three years old and came from an ordinary family. Such talent was one in ten thousand. And yet, the master was unimpressed?
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Father, you summoned me?”
    

    

    
      Not long after, Zhao Xiyan had changed back into women’s attire and came to the study to see her father, bowing in greeting.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang spoke gently, “Yan’er, no need for formalities.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan obediently admitted her fault, “Your daughter returned late and caused you worry.”
    

    

    
      “You always act with propriety. I’ve never had to worry about you,” Zhao Shouchang said with a smile. “I called you here because your grandmother wrote a letter, saying you’re not young anymore, urging me to find a good match for you. Do you have someone in mind?”
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan shook her head. “I do not. However, I don’t wish to marry so soon.”
    

    

    
      “You’ll be eighteen very soon——”
    

    

    
      “Your daughter has already reached Sixth Grade!”
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang paused for a moment, a piercing light bursting in his eyes. 
    

    

    
      He stared at his daughter for a long while and asked with some surprise, “Yan’er, when did you reach Sixth Grade?”
    

    

    
      “According to the ancestral rule, if a daughter of the Zhao family reaches Sixth Grade before the age of eighteen, she may choose to delay marriage until the age of twenty-five. Your daughter wishes to focus on martial cultivation. Let’s wait a few more years, and then Father can worry about my marriage.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan invoked the ancestral rule, and Zhao Shouchang was instantly left speechless.
    

    

    
      In martial arts families, daughters with outstanding talent held high status as well. 
    

    

    
      Generally, daughters with poor aptitude would be married off before the age of eighteen to form alliances.
    

    

    
      If it was someone like Zhao Xiyan, who could reach Sixth Grade before the age of eighteen, such exceptional talent could not be married off hastily. 
    

    

    
      She had to wait a few more years, and the alliance target would then be a talented youth from another family.
    

    

    
      In any world, marriage was about matching social status. 
    

    

    
      The same went for cultivation. If the gap was too wide, it would even be difficult to produce offspring. 
    

    

    
      That would hinder the family's continuation.
    

    

    
      Therefore, geniuses often married geniuses. 
    

    

    
      The chances of birthing a genius would naturally be higher.
    

    

    
      Almost all great families with long heritage had similar rules.
    

    

    
      "Your daughter will not disturb Father’s rest any longer."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan was about to take her leave.
    

    

    
      "Yan’er." Zhao Shouchang stopped her, hesitated a moment, then reminded her, "That Chen Ming has some entanglements. It’s best not to get too close to him."
    

    

    
      "Your daughter understands."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan gave a formal bow and withdrew.
    

    

    
      After leaving the study, her brows furrowed tightly. Her father had specifically called her over, and the main point was that final sentence—to remind her not to get too close to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Why was Father paying such close attention to him?
    

    

    
      Her curiosity only grew. 
    

    

    
      What exactly was the secret Chen Ming was hiding?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, Chen Ming had also returned home. 
    

    

    
      Awaiting him were not only his eldest brother and sister-in-law, but also friends like Zhang Mingyu, Deng Ziyang, and Zhuang Xiaotian.
    

    

    
      He asked, "Why are you all here?"
    

    

    
      As soon as Zhang Mingyu saw him enter, he rushed over with a face full of excitement. "You really reached Sixth Grade?"
    

    

    
      Looking at all those excited or thrilled faces, Chen Ming realized they had rushed over upon hearing the rumor. He felt a touch of emotion and nodded. "Yes, I’ve reached Sixth Grade."
    

    

    
      "I knew it!"
    

    

    
      While Zhang Mingyu was excited, his gaze also became extremely complicated.
    

    

    
      Sixth Grade!
    

    

    
      His master had once reached Sixth Grade, and even within Qingfeng City, that held great weight. 
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu’s lifelong wish was to reach Sixth Grade, like his master.
    

    

    
      But that was too hard—his master hadn’t left behind any martial arts for reaching Sixth Grade. 
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu had no idea if he’d ever break through.
    

    

    
      Yet now, Chen Ming had quietly reached Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu couldn’t help but wonder—where had he gotten the martial arts technique? Could it be that the master had truly passed down the sect’s legacy to him?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang and Zhuang Xiaotian both wore looks of disbelief, shocked at Chen Ming’s speed of advancement.
    

    

    
      "You broke through to Seventh Grade only about half a year ago, right?"
    

    

    
      "Two realms in one year!"
    

    

    
      "Sixth Grade..."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian, who had already broken through to Eighth Grade, was more genuinely happy for Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      He had long come to terms with the gap between them. With their friendship, the stronger Chen Ming became, the more benefits he might gain as well.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s emotions were much more complex. 
    

    

    
      He had just barely caught up to Chen Ming, only to be left behind again in an instant.
    

    

    
      And this step was even harder to cross than before.
    

    

    
      The gap had grown wider again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The happiest of all were Chen Rui and Madam Wei.
    

    

    
      One was so overwhelmed he couldn’t form coherent words, muttering who knew what. 
    

    

    
      The other had clasped her hands in prayer, eyes brimming with tears, as if offering thanks to the heavens.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reaching Sixth Grade meant that the Chen family’s influence would rise another tier—they now had a seat at the table. Though it was still the kids’ table, it marked a real leap forward.
    

    

    
      This brought tangible benefits, as well as intangible influence, reputation, and status...
    

    

    
      Though the couple had expected this day would come eventually, they hadn’t thought it would come so quickly, so suddenly.
    

    

    
      As for the servants in the household, while they didn’t fully understand the true significance of the Second Young Master reaching Sixth Grade, seeing the masters so happy made them excited too.
    

    

    
      At the very least, they knew—it was a very good thing.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Watching the genuine joy on the faces of his family and friends, Chen Ming couldn’t help but feel a sense of fulfillment. 
    

    

    
      Being able to make them proud was his honor.
    

    

    
      So, he had the household bring out their best wine to celebrate together.
    

    

    
      That night, everyone drank too much. 
    

    

    
      Even Chen Rui, who normally never touched alcohol, ended up completely drunk and had to be carried to his room by house servants.
    

    

    
      The only ones who remained sober were Deng Ziyang, Zhang Mingyu, and Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu suddenly asked, "Brother Chen, what are your plans next?"
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang also looked over, clearly very interested in this question.
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      Chapter 94: Lobbyists
    

    

    
      "What are your plans for the future?"
    

    

    
      This was already the second time someone had asked Chen Ming this question. 
    

    

    
      The implied meaning was whether he would leave Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Because Qingfeng City didn’t have any respectable sects, and the only noble family, the Gu Family, had long declined. 
    

    

    
      If one wanted to obtain a martial inheritance, aside from the Six Doors Authority, there were only the Seven Great Maritime Merchants.
    

    

    
      Therefore, whenever a talented young person emerged in Qingfeng City, they would always leave—most often heading to Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      Within the Jiangzhou region were the Four Great Sects, three of which were near Jiangzhou City, making it the top choice for young martial artists.
    

    

    
      There were also the Three Major Gangs, two of which were based in Jiangzhou City—making them the second-best option.
    

    

    
      Apart from these, Jiangzhou City also housed various other factions and many renowned experts.
    

    

    
      Opportunities were far more abundant there than in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      In truth, Qingfeng City used to have noble families and sects, and even had several Third Grade Experts. 
    

    

    
      That was until the arrival of the Sea-Calming King, who wiped them out in one stroke.
    

    

    
      Then there was Shang Jianfei, suspected to be a peak expert, who hid himself in the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion and publicly declared a ban on any Third Grade Expert from entering Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      After more than twenty years, it was only natural that Qingfeng City declined further and further. 
    

    

    
      Not to mention being compared to Jiangzhou City—even among the dozen or so prefectures, it was at the very bottom.
    

    

    
      This could only be chalked up to historical remnants.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "I haven’t decided yet. For now, I’ll settle matters at home first."
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu couldn’t help but advise, "Junior Brother, the matters at home, leave them to us. We will take care of your elder brother’s family. If you wish to progress further in martial arts, you must make plans early. Do not hesitate and waste your unparalleled talent."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew he meant well. 
    

    

    
      He patted his shoulder and said, "I know what I’m doing."
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhang Mingyu knew it wasn’t his place to push further. With a tinge of melancholy, he said, "I used to be full of unwillingness, always dreaming of going out to explore, to see the more exciting world outside… Now, I no longer have that ambition. I only hope that you can leave early and let the world know that Qingfeng City, too, has martial geniuses."
    

    

    
      He had clearly drunk a bit too much to be voicing such heartfelt words.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at him and said, "I see that Senior Brother is blessed with good fortune lately—surely some great event is about to happen."
    

    

    
      "Then I’ll take your words as a good omen."
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu thought Chen Ming was just trying to change the subject and didn’t take it to heart.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That night, Zhang Mingyu and the others stayed at the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      The next morning, after waking up and eating breakfast, they finally departed.
    

    

    
      As usual, Chen Ming lectured over fifty students, had breakfast, saw Zhang Mingyu and the rest off, then headed out himself.
    

    

    
      His first destination was the Governor’s Residence. 
    

    

    
      As soon as the carriage stopped, a young maid ran out from the residence, rushed up to him, and said, "Young Master Chen, the young lady isn’t feeling well today and can’t come out. She specifically ordered me to wait at the door to avoid keeping you waiting."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Please go back and tell your young lady to rest well. Her health comes first."
    

    

    
      The maid gave a curtsey. "Then I shall report back to the young lady."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming waited until she went inside before returning to the carriage and instructing the coachman to leave.
    

    

    
      He wore a calm expression. 
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan’s reaction wasn’t beyond his expectations.
    

    

    
      After all, this wasn’t something honorable. 
    

    

    
      She was a noble young lady; it was only normal that she wouldn’t want to embarrass herself alongside him.
    

    

    
      The next destination was the east of the city.
    

    

    
      Qingfeng City was large, with a permanent population of over two hundred thousand, a sizable number for this era.
    

    

    
      Usually, Chen Ming stayed in the western part of the city, the old town area. 
    

    

    
      This included the Huo Residence, the Gu Family, and nearly all his friends—most lived in this district.
    

    

    
      The Governor’s Residence was located in the central district, not far from his home.
    

    

    
      But going to the east of the city was a bit far. 
    

    

    
      He had to cross a large bridge, and for most residents of the west, going to the east side felt no different than leaving the city entirely.
    

    

    
      The east side was the trade zone. 
    

    

    
      Qingfeng City had two docks, one of which was located here, making it rather bustling with endless traffic.
    

    

    
      As such, there were many small gangs and factions in the east, and even some Seventh Grade Martial Artists.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming had just broken through to the Seventh Grade, he had visited this area a few times to pay respects to local Seventh Grade Martial Artists. But it bore little fruit. 
    

    

    
      Some accepted his gifts and sent him away after barely sitting down, while others simply refused to see him.
    

    

    
      After hitting a wall three times, he stopped coming.
    

    

    
      Now, on his fourth visit to the east side, he followed the same order as his first trip—challenging each one door-to-door, fighting his way through.
    

    

    
      This was known as courtesy before force.
    

    

    
      By the end of the day, Chen Ming had challenged over forty individuals, achieving even more than the previous day. He only returned home after nightfall.
    

    

    
      Over the next two days, he challenged everyone in both the south and north districts. 
    

    

    
      As long as he knew the name of a Seventh Grade, he sought them out directly.
    

    

    
      In just one hour, all the Seventh Grade Martial Artists in Qingfeng City were on edge. 
    

    

    
      Many went into hiding in advance, causing Chen Ming to often come up empty, unable to find anyone.
    

    

    
      And his behavior of bullying the weak with strength naturally incurred public outrage.
    

    

    
      It was well known that martial artists didn’t appear out of thin air—they had lineages and always had connections to stronger experts.
    

    

    
      Unable to swallow such humiliation, many went to seek out renowned experts in the city, hoping they would come forward to uphold justice.
    

    

    
      However, these well-known experts weren’t fools. 
    

    

    
      Upon learning of Chen Ming’s close relationship with the daughter of Governor Zhao, none were willing to stick their necks out.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That very night, after Chen Ming had challenged many Seventh Grade Martial Artists in the northern district, he returned home only to see Zhang Mingyu’s helpless expression.
    

    

    
      Before Zhang Mingyu could speak, Chen Ming asked, "You’ve come to be a persuader?"
    

    

    
      "Junior Brother, I truly don’t know what to say about you." Zhang Mingyu was genuinely exasperated.
    

    

    
      He used to think this Junior Brother Chen was too kind, too refined, lacking the fiery spirit of youth. 
    

    

    
      Never did he imagine that once Junior Brother Chen snapped, he could turn all of Qingfeng City upside down.
    

    

    
      "Since early this morning, all kinds of people have come to me complaining, accusing you of bullying the weak with strength. They questioned whether the Huo Residence plans to become their enemy."
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu smiled bitterly. "Junior Brother, I don’t know who made you so angry. But now that you’ve beaten up so many people, surely your anger should be gone, right?"
    

    

    
      To others, Chen Ming going berserk and picking fights with those Seventh Grade Martial Artists must have been for revenge. As for the reason, many speculations arose.
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhang Mingyu’s look, Chen Ming knew he had been under a lot of pressure. Feeling a bit apologetic, he said, "I acted rashly and troubled you, Senior Brother."
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu shook his head. "I’m not worried for myself. I’m concerned the other junior brothers may not be able to handle it."
    

    

    
      This time, Chen Ming had truly made too many enemies. If things went wrong, those registered disciples of the Huo Residence would definitely suffer retaliation.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Alright, I won’t trouble those people again."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Zhang Mingyu finally felt a great burden lifted. 
    

    

    
      He had truly been afraid that Chen Ming would act stubbornly and continue offending more people. If that happened, everyone from the Huo Residence would be driven out of the city.
    

    

    
      He let out a sigh of relief and said, "That’s good."
    

    

    
      In truth, Chen Ming also knew this sort of thing could not be repeated. Not only because of the offense it caused—many Seventh Grade Martial Artists were now hiding, and he couldn’t even find them.
    

    

    
      Even if Zhang Mingyu hadn’t come to talk, he wouldn’t have continued.
    

    

    
      Now was the perfect opportunity to give Zhang Mingyu some face.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Just after sending Zhang Mingyu off, Chen Ming saw his elder brother Chen Rui coming to him. 
    

    

    
      Judging from his expression, he clearly had something to say. Chen Ming couldn’t help but smile, "Big Brother, are you here to be another persuader?"
    

    

    
      But Chen Rui didn’t smile. He seriously said, "Ah Ming, do whatever you want. Even if you offend countless people, it doesn’t matter. At worst, our whole family can leave Qingfeng City."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt warmth in his heart. 
    

    

    
      In this world, there truly was someone who, no matter what he wanted to do, would always stand by his side in support.
    

    

    
      "I have no intention of leaving Qingfeng City. I know what I’m doing."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Rui was relieved. "Actually, a few days ago, when you hired two Eighth Grade Martial Artists to guard the medicine shop and our residence, I already knew you were planning something big."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed. "Big Brother always understands me best."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui continued, "One more thing—today, the young master of Guangtai Trading Company delivered an invitation. He’d like to invite you to a banquet tomorrow."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he pulled out a gold-embossed invitation and handed it over.
    

    

    
      Guangtai Trading Company was also one of the Seven Great Maritime Merchants.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming accepted it. Just as well—it was time to start making contact with the Seven Great Trading Companies.
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      Chapter 95: A Great Increase in Strength
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned to his room alone after talking with his big brother Chen Rui.
    

    

    
      "Panel."
    

    

    
      【Level: 40】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 56740】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Techniques: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level, Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Ninth Level, Perfected), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 (First Level 253/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Introductory 1/100000)】
    

    

    
      Over fifty thousand points!
    

    

    
      This was the result of the past few days, turning Qingfeng City upside down, offending countless people to obtain it.
    

    

    
      "What a pity, this was a one-time deal."
    

    

    
      That was what Chen Ming thought, though his heart brimmed with joy.
    

    

    
      With these fifty thousand experience points, he could finally enhance his strength a bit.
    

    

    
      Add points!
    

    

    
      He directly poured the fifty thousand points into the newly learned 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》.
    

    

    
      In an instant, he felt a boom in his head, as if insights suddenly flooded his mind.
    

    

    
      Much of what Shang Jianfei had once said to him, which he never understood, now became crystal clear.
    

    

    
      After a long while.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming let out a long breath, a trace of joy flashing in his eyes, and muttered to himself, "So that's how it is!"
    

    

    
      He finally understood the difficulty of the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 — it lay in the technique of manipulating true qi. 
    

    

    
      The formula Shang Jianfei had given him was too abstract, not only written in classical Chinese but full of metaphors. To him, it sounded just like an incantation.
    

    

    
      His classical Chinese was already poor. 
    

    

    
      In the college entrance exam, he hadn’t even scored eighty points in the Chinese subject. 
    

    

    
      Understanding such profound formulas was truly a challenge for him.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, he had the System. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, he wouldn’t even know how long it would have taken him to comprehend those mind techniques.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up a long sword from beside the table, activated his mind technique, and thrust the sword at the wall. 
    

    

    
      With a hiss, the sword pierced through the earthen wall easily, sinking a foot deep.
    

    

    
      His eyelid twitched. "This power is a bit exaggerated."
    

    

    
      This was just an ordinary refined steel sword. 
    

    

    
      Using brute force alone, it wouldn’t necessarily pierce through the wall, and even if it did, it couldn’t have done so with such lightness, devoid of the least bit of worldly aura.
    

    

    
      "No wonder a Sixth Grade Martial Artist can overwhelm a Seventh Grade. The power of true qi really is extraordinary."
    

    

    
      "But, the consumption is quite something too."
    

    

    
      That one thrust just now had nearly drained all the true qi in his body.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pulled out the sword, sheathed it, then sat cross-legged on the bed to regulate his breathing and recover the expended true qi.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, dawn had arrived.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened his eyes. 
    

    

    
      The true qi in his body had fully recovered. 
    

    

    
      He silently counted in his heart.
    

    

    
      It took three hours of breathing regulation to restore two hundred and fifty units of true qi.
    

    

    
      This past month, he hadn’t added any points to his cultivation techniques. Through daily training, his total increase was only twenty-three points.
    

    

    
      "Forget it, better to just add points directly."
    

    

    
      Without further hesitation, Chen Ming dumped all remaining points into the cultivation technique.
    

    

    
      Immediately, a surge of flame rose within his body, burning from the dantian through his meridians, ultimately transforming into a stream of qi that merged with his true qi.
    

    

    
      In moments, his true qi expanded over twentyfold.
    

    

    
      In other words, he could now unleash over twenty strikes of the same power as yesterday’s sword technique — barely enough to spar with a Sixth Grade Martial Artist.
    

    

    
      At this moment, his panel data had also changed.
    

    

    
      【Level: 40】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 0】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Techniques: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level, Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Ninth Level, Perfected), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 (First Level 6970/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Introductory 50000/100000)】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      All day, Chen Ming did not go out and stayed inside.
    

    

    
      This greatly disappointed many people who were waiting to see a commotion. Because of the recent events over the past few days, quite a few people simply waited near his house, just waiting for him to step out so they could follow him.
    

    

    
      Seeing he hadn’t come out for so long, the crowd gradually dispersed, leaving only a few persistent individuals.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until evening that Chen Ming’s carriage finally emerged, and the remaining few people excitedly followed it, only to see the carriage heading straight for Yihong Courtyard.
    

    

    
      That was the highest-end brothel in the city.
    

    

    
      Upon inquiry, they learned that the young master of Guanglong Trading Company was hosting a banquet there tonight, and they suddenly understood that Chen Ming was attending the feast.
    

    

    
      It was Chen Ming’s first time visiting Yihong Courtyard. 
    

    

    
      He had heard of this place quite a few times before.
    

    

    
      To be honest, he was rather curious about ancient entertainment venues, and today he finally had the chance to visit one. 
    

    

    
      After all, someone else was footing the bill.
    

    

    
      He believed that with the reputation of Guanglong Trading Company’s young master, they should be able to invite the courtesan.
    

    

    
      "Honored guest, truly sorry, but the entire venue has been reserved by Young Master Feng tonight. A private feast…"
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to enter, someone stopped him, so he took out the invitation.
    

    

    
      Seeing it, the person immediately became respectful, "So it’s Second Young Master Chen. Please, come in. Young Master Feng has been waiting for quite a while."
    

    

    
      To think the whole place was reserved. What a filthy rich dog.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, following a middle-aged woman who looked like the madam inside.
    

    

    
      As expected of a high-end entertainment venue, the interior was exquisitely decorated, quite elegant in taste. 
    

    

    
      In the main hall stood a row of ladies, varying in style—some plump, some slender, a variety of aesthetics.
    

    

    
      Their attire wasn’t overly revealing but exuded charm and allure.
    

    

    
      "Young Master Chen."
    

    

    
      "Young master…"
    

    

    
      These women all crowded forward, some laughing sweetly, others coy and bashful, dazzling his eyes.
    

    

    
      By Chen Ming’s standards, they would be rated around 6.5 to 7—considered beauties. But compared to Xiao Zhuyun, they still fell far short.
    

    

    
      Even Xiao Zhuyun couldn’t shake his Dao heart, let alone these women.
    

    

    
      At this moment, a hearty laugh rang from inside, "It seems these ordinary powdered faces fail to catch Brother Chen’s eye. Disperse."
    

    

    
      The women surrounding Chen Ming all withdrew with faces full of wistful regret.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally saw who had spoken. It was a man around thirty years old, bearded, with a smiling face that gave off a warm and amiable vibe. 
    

    

    
      He looked every bit the slick businessman.
    

    

    
      He cupped his hands and said, "Chen Ming greets Young Master Feng."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan sized him up and praised, "I’ve long heard that Qingfeng City has produced a saber genius. Seeing you today, the rumors are indeed true."
    

    

    
      "Young Master Feng flatters me."
    

    

    
      "Everyone in the city says Brother Chen is arrogant and domineering. But now that I see you, it seems the rumors are not quite accurate."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "To be frank, I, Chen, am obsessed with martial arts. My greatest hobby is to spar. Yet most people are bound by sect prejudice. Even after repeated requests, many are unwilling to spar with me. Thus, I have no choice but to show courtesy before force."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan slapped the table and laughed, "Hahaha… well said—show courtesy before force. Let’s drink a big one! Someone, bring the wine!"
    

    

    
      Just then, the beaded curtain lifted, and a graceful woman walked out, approached Chen Ming, and poured his drink.
    

    

    
      He first caught a whiff of a pleasant fragrance. 
    

    

    
      Turning to look, he saw that her brows were like distant ink and her eyes like autumn water—an exceptionally stunning beauty.
    

    

    
      This appearance easily deserved an 8.
    

    

    
      Sensing his gaze, the beauty blushed and spoke with joy, "This humble one, Ruyin, greets the young master."
    

    

    
      So she was the courtesan of this year, clearly quite seasoned. 
    

    

    
      That shy yet affectionate demeanor and glance alone could capture a man’s soul.
    

    

    
      What a pity.
    

    

    
      Since Chen Ming knew she came from the dusty world, he felt nothing—only pity. With such beauty, why must she do this?
    

    

    
      Just like when he watched films—whenever he saw a particularly beautiful actress, he would think, why must someone like her do this? With such looks, isn’t there something better?
    

    

    
      It always came down to one conclusion—women in Neon lived in deep suffering.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Brother Chen, I toast to you."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan toasted Chen Ming with a drink first, without mentioning the reason for the invitation.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming casually chatted, enjoying another courtesan’s zither performance, watching a dance, and listening to Feng Siyuan speak of foreign lands and customs.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan had sailed overseas with trading fleets, had dealings with pirates, and visited many countries across the sea.
    

    

    
      He was an excellent speaker, and his tales even stirred Chen Ming’s heart a little. "If there’s ever a chance, I must visit those foreign lands myself."
    

    

    
      "There will be a chance in the future."
    

    

    
      Seeing the conversation had gone well, Feng Siyuan finally extended his formal invitation, "Would Brother Chen be interested in joining our Guanglong Trading Company? Don’t be so quick to refuse. You might not be familiar with Guanglong, but in terms of martial arts manuals—variety and quantity—none of the others can compare. As long as you agree, I can personally guarantee you get to choose a divine technique that reaches First Grade."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming set down his wine cup and said, "Many thanks for Brother Feng’s generosity, but I, Chen, am used to being carefree and can’t bear constraints. I must respectfully decline."
    

    

    
      Seeing such a decisive refusal, Feng Siyuan shrugged, a bit helpless. "It seems Brother Chen and Guanglong are not fated."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming changed the subject, "Actually, Jiangzhou is a land of talent. It shouldn’t be lacking in outstanding individuals. Why would Guanglong Trading Company still lack people?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan smiled bitterly, "Though Jiangzhou is vast, the three great noble clans and four major sects dominate. Who can reach that far?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled faintly. 
    

    

    
      Now the true intention was surfacing. "Since each region has its own territory, why not think of a way to attract young talents to Qingfeng City instead?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was momentarily stunned. "What do you mean, Brother Chen?"
    

    

    
      "Remember some months ago, when Lord Zhao had just arrived in Qingfeng City? He hosted a Martial Gathering that attracted many young nobles. Why not follow suit and host one yourselves?"
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      "Organize a Martial Gathering？"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan’s expression changed with interest. He sat up straight, adopting a listening posture."Go on."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took a sip of wine to moisten his throat. "In this world, there are plenty of lower-level martial artists who have no way to rise up. Brother Feng, you must know this well. Just in our Qingfeng County alone, how many young people chase their martial dreams and join the seven major trading companies each year？"
    

    

    
      "The other fourteen counties in Jiangzhou must be the same. It’s just that in our Qingfeng City, martial arts aren't flourishing—everyone in Jiangzhou knows this. So most of them go to Jiangzhou City looking for opportunities."
    

    

    
      "You can’t just go poaching people from others’ territory, but even the four great sects can’t forbid people from leaving, right？ As long as we can organize this Martial Gathering and attract all the youth in Jiangzhou who want to learn martial arts, why would we worry about not recruiting talent？"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was clearly moved, but still had some doubts. 
    

    

    
      He sighed in the end. "It’s a pity. The Feng Family’s ancestral rules prohibit us from acting too high-profile. My father wouldn’t approve of this."
    

    

    
      You already booked out the entire pleasure house, and you’re saying that’s not high-profile？
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said aloud,"Brother Feng, you’re being shortsighted. Why use the name of Guanglong Trading Company？ Just get an older Third Grade Expert to step out, claim he’s looking for a successor, and let your company’s people spread the news around. In less than a month, Qingfeng City will be swarmed by young martial hopefuls from all over."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan slammed the table with a shout. "Brilliant idea！"
    

    

    
      He couldn’t sit still anymore. 
    

    

    
      He stood up and paced back and forth in the living room, getting more excited the more he thought about it. "This plan is feasible. Brother Chen, you’ve really helped me solve a huge problem. How should I thank you？"
    

    

    
      "Brother Feng, now you’re being too polite. I just want to meet some young experts from other regions."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That night, Chen Ming and Feng Siyuan chatted late into the night, discussing the details of the Martial Gathering.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s thinking was simple—he didn’t want to go to Jiangzhou City. 
    

    

    
      That place was too dangerous and full of major powers.
    

    

    
      Whether it was the four great sects or the three great aristocratic families, they were all guarded by First Grade Experts. 
    

    

    
      Some might even harbor peak-level experts above First Grade.
    

    

    
      One could imagine how many second-generation elites resided in Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      He was just a Sixth Grade Martial Artist. 
    

    

    
      Going there, he’d be a nobody. 
    

    

    
      Without a sect backing him, if one of those second-gens took a dislike to him, he might be buried alive.
    

    

    
      Staying in Qingfeng City was much better. Not only did Zhao Xiyan, the daughter of the Governor, value him—even a second-gen from the trading world like Feng Siyuan treated him with respect.
    

    

    
      Turning down such treatment to go take risks in Jiangzhou City would be utterly foolish.
    

    

    
      Of course, the plan for this “Martial Gathering” was still only verbal between him and Feng Siyuan. 
    

    

    
      Whether it could actually be held was uncertain.
    

    

    
      This matter probably wouldn’t be resolved so quickly.
    

    

    
      If it didn’t work out, he’d just find someone else.
    

    

    
      The seven sea trading companies always lacked people and recruited year-round. 
    

    

    
      Sooner or later, he’d find one daring enough to host this Martial Gathering.
    

    

    
      But just two days later, Feng Siyuan came knocking personally.
    

    

    
      As soon as Chen Ming heard it was him, he hurried out to greet him."Brother Feng, sorry I didn’t come to meet you earlier..."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan interrupted,"No need for these formalities between us. Good news—my father agreed. He said as long as it’s not done in the name of Guanglong Trading Company, I can do whatever I want. The two of us can go all out now."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a little surprised. 
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan’s father was the actual manager of Guanglong Trading Company—essentially the CEO. He hadn’t expected him to be so bold.
    

    

    
      It seemed Guanglong Trading Company really was short on manpower.
    

    

    
      He asked,"What about the Third Grade Experts？"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan waved his hand and said,"Already found them. Two in total. I’ve been busy with this the past couple of days. They were previously enshrined protectors of our company and retired to their hometowns due to age."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyelid twitched.
    

    

    
      To casually find two retired Third Grade Experts—these sea trading giants were indeed incredibly powerful.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan frowned. "But there’s a problem. They’re unwilling to come to Qingfeng City."
    

    

    
      Clearly, even Third Grade Experts were aware of that taboo in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said,"That’s easy. Just set up a platform beside the Ten Li Pavilion outside the city. Hold the duels there. The two seniors won’t need to enter the city."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was delighted."Still, you’re the thoughtful one."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could tell—this young master likely hadn’t done anything practical before. His eagerness to do this was likely to make a name for himself and prove his abilities.
    

    

    
      However, his capability was limited. His one redeeming trait was being open to advice.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only bear the burden and devote more energy to this matter.
    

    

    
      He pondered,"Still, to organize this Martial Gathering, just the two of us won’t be enough."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan immediately asked,"Who else do we need to find? I’ll figure it out."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said,"Leave this matter to me."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, Chen Ming brought Feng Siyuan along to the Governor’s Residence and asked the gatekeeper to report that they wished to see Miss Zhao.
    

    

    
      At this point, Feng Siyuan naturally understood as well—whether the Martial Gathering could be held still depended on the attitude of the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      After all, just a few months ago, Lord Governor had held a “Martial Gathering” which provoked an attack from the Cult of Eternal Life, resulting in the disappearance of several aristocratic youths, who had yet to be found to this day, causing a major uproar.
    

    

    
      Now they wanted to organize an even larger Martial Gathering. Lord Governor might not agree to it.
    

    

    
      Guanglong Trading Company did have some ties with Governor Zhao. But it would require his father to personally intervene, and that was not going to happen.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan, realizing this, finally understood why his father had so readily agreed to let him handle it—most likely he had anticipated that the Six Doors Authority would never approve. Yet he had deliberately chosen not to warn him, letting him hit a wall on his own.
    

    

    
      Once he figured this out, he could only smile bitterly. His eldest and second brothers had experienced the same thing before, also having been tripped up by their father. 
    

    

    
      According to his father’s view, unless one suffered setbacks and slammed into a few walls, how would they understand how hard it was to get things done?
    

    

    
      In the Feng Family, those who were ambitious and wanted to do things had to undergo such trials to earn the chance to work in the trading company.
    

    

    
      Those unwilling to toil and only wanted to indulge simply received their annual silver allowance to squander.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan had been the latter. But after turning thirty, he suddenly felt that such a life was unbearably dull. 
    

    

    
      He wanted to contribute to the family, so he took on the task of recruiting Chen Ming himself, which led to the current situation.
    

    

    
      Now, he could only hope that Chen Ming would be able to convince Lord Governor through Miss Zhao.
    

    

    
      Rumor had it that Chen Ming was quite close with Miss Zhao, though whether it was true remained unknown.
    

    

    
      After a while, Feng Siyuan finally saw a beautiful young lady dressed in male attire emerge from the Governor’s Residence, accompanied by only one maid.
    

    

    
      What a stunning beauty.
    

    

    
      His eyes lit up. 
    

    

    
      This daughter of the Governor looked even more charming in male garb, lending her a unique girlish elegance.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, she did not spare him even a glance. Her eyes remained fixed on Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan finally confirmed that the rumors were indeed true. 
    

    

    
      This daughter of the Governor did hold Chen Ming in special regard and shared a close relationship with him.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chen Ming spoke up."A few days ago, I heard that you had caught a chill, so I didn’t dare to disturb you these past days. May I ask if your health has recovered?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan played with the folding fan in her hand and replied,"It’s already better. Thank you, Brother Chen, for your concern. And this is?"
    

    

    
      She seemed to finally notice Feng Siyuan beside him.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan quickly bowed. "Feng Siyuan of Guanglong Trading Company, greetings to Young Master Zhao..."
    

    

    
      He wasn’t too slow, correcting himself on the spot and addressing her as Young Master.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan said,"So it’s the third young master of the Feng Family. A pleasure."
    

    

    
      Though her words were polite, her expression was very indifferent—clearly, it was only out of respect for Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      She was merely being perfunctory.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan gave a bitter smile. 
    

    

    
      Before this, just stating his name would earn him instant respect from others.
    

    

    
      The influence of the Seven Sea Trading Companies in Qingfeng City was deeply entrenched.
    

    

    
      This was the first time he had received such treatment.
    

    

    
      But there was nothing to be done—this was the daughter of Lord Governor, and she certainly had the standing to look down on him.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Feng Siyuan felt a slight chill—she had immediately stated his rank within the family, which showed that she was very familiar with Guanglong Trading Company.
    

  Chapter 97: Heavenly Alliance

    
      Chapter 97: Heavenly Alliance
    

    

    
      That evening, Zhao Shouchang did not dine at home and did not return until very late. 
    

    

    
      As soon as he arrived, he went straight into the study and began writing over and over again.
    

    

    
      The old housekeeper personally stood outside the door, not allowing anyone to disturb him.
    

    

    
      He knew that the master would only shut himself in the study to practice calligraphy when he was in a bad mood. 
    

    

    
      It was likely that something difficult had occurred within the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      During this time, Miss came by with some pastries, but was stopped by the housekeeper. She left the pastries and departed.
    

    

    
      "Uncle Fu."
    

    

    
      At last, the master's calm voice came from within the room.
    

    

    
      The housekeeper responded, "Here."
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang asked, "Did Yan’er just come by?"
    

    

    
      The housekeeper replied, "Yes. Upon learning that Master was practicing calligraphy, she left, but left behind a few pastries. She was worried you hadn't eaten."
    

    

    
      With a creak, the door opened, and Zhao Shouchang stepped out, saying, "Let's go, to Yan’er’s place."
    

    

    
      The old housekeeper carried a lantern and led the way ahead.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang followed behind. "Has Yan’er gone out these past few days?"
    

    

    
      "She went out once in the morning and returned shortly after noon."
    

    

    
      "Your Madam had someone deliver a letter, saying she misses Yan’er and Xian’er very much. Have someone prepare, in two days, let Madam take them back to Jinzhou."
    

    

    
      The old housekeeper’s heart trembled. He was momentarily stunned before replying, "Yes, Master."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Before long, the two arrived at a secluded courtyard.
    

    

    
      Two maids stood guard at the gate. Upon seeing them, they quickly saluted, "Master."
    

    

    
      Soon, Zhao Xiyan heard the commotion and came out to greet them. "Father, you’ve come."
    

    

    
      "I came to see you."
    

    

    
      "Did you eat the pastries I sent over? I made them myself."
    

    

    
      "I’ll be sure to try them in a bit."
    

    

    
      As they spoke, father and daughter entered the room.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan noticed a gloomy expression on her father’s brow and advised, "Father, you seem a bit tired. No matter how busy official duties are, you must take care of your health."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Seeing the worry in his daughter’s eyes, Zhao Shouchang felt warmth in his heart and patted her hand.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan softly asked, "Father, are you still worried about the Cult of Eternal Life?"
    

    

    
      "Yan’er, it’s best if girls don’t act too clever; it makes them less approachable."
    

    

    
      These words of admonishment also confirmed that she had guessed correctly.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan pouted, "Father, do I also have to pretend to be dumb in front of you? I refuse."
    

    

    
      "Before your father, there's naturally no need for that."
    

    

    
      "That’s more like it."
    

    

    
      As a Third Grade Inspector, Zhao Shouchang could only relax and relieve the pressures of governance in front of his daughter.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan added, "Father, I have an idea that might help you lure out those Cult of Eternal Life heretics hiding in the shadows."
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang casually said, "Oh? Let’s hear it."
    

    

    
      "Today, I went out and met the third son of Feng Youdao."
    

    

    
      That name made Zhao Shouchang’s expression grow more serious.
    

    

    
      The Guanglong Trading Company, one of the Seven Great Maritime Merchants, held significant status in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      As a young and ambitious official, he naturally avoided getting too close to the Seven Great Maritime Merchants and had never even met their figureheads in private.
    

    

    
      He had already informed his wife and children about this before coming to Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      However, Zhao Shouchang knew his daughter wasn’t someone reckless, so he continued listening patiently.
    

    

    
      "…The Maritime Merchants have always lacked martial artists. That third son of the Feng family had a sudden inspiration and wants to imitate the Martial Gathering to organize a martial arts tournament…"
    

    

    
      As Zhao Shouchang listened, his expression gradually turned more serious.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan observed her father's demeanor while carefully choosing her words. "At first, I didn’t think much of it, but then I suddenly thought—Father is troubled precisely because he can’t catch the heretics from the Cult of Eternal Life. Perhaps, by organizing such an event, it might draw them out. So I didn’t outright refuse… Father, what do you think of this idea?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang quickly weighed the pros and cons and made a decision. "Tell him, this matter can proceed."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan let out a sigh of relief. "That's good. I was worried it might bring trouble to Father."
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang said, "The Cult of Eternal Life is a top priority for the court. There’s something you don’t know. Two months ago, Heaven's Path Alliance sent two disciples to Qingfeng City, but they disappeared on the way—vanished without a trace. It wasn’t until half a month ago that Heaven's Path Alliance noticed something was wrong and sent a First Grade Expert. One reason was to investigate the Cult of Eternal Life, the other was to look into the missing disciples."
    

    

    
      "Is there really such a thing?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan was greatly shocked.
    

    

    
      Heaven's Path Alliance was the foremost among the Nine Great Sects under Heaven. 
    

    

    
      Unlike the other eight sects, disciples of Heaven's Path Alliance actively entered the world and had deep cooperation with the court.
    

    

    
      To many people, Heaven's Path Alliance was considered an official institution of the court, specifically tasked with supervising officials.
    

    

    
      The Grand Ancestor Emperor had once issued an edict granting disciples of Heaven's Path Alliance the right to supervise officials. If they discovered any misconduct, they had the authority to act first and report later.
    

    

    
      Of course, this edict had been abolished by the Zhongzong Emperor three hundred years ago.
    

    

    
      However, common folks did not care about that and still regarded disciples of Heaven's Path Alliance as righteous lords who could uphold justice for them.
    

    

    
      Though disciples of Heaven's Path Alliance no longer held the same privileges as in the founding days, when they could slay officials as easily as slaughtering chickens, they still had supervisory authority. 
    

    

    
      Generally speaking, officials found it a headache to deal with disciples of Heaven's Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      Even more so now, since the person sent was a First Grade Expert of Heaven's Path Alliance. 
    

    

    
      They could not be beaten, and their status was untouchable. 
    

    

    
      No wonder her father was so troubled.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang said, "That one said, if there are still no leads on the Cult of Eternal Life, he will start by dealing with the Seven Great Maritime Merchants."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan exclaimed, "Heaven's Path Alliance suspects the Seven Great Maritime Merchants are colluding with the Cult of Eternal Life? How could that be possible?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang shook his head and did not continue the topic, only said, "If he really does act against those seven maritime merchants, your father will be in trouble."
    

    

    
      People from Heaven's Path Alliance had always acted without regard for consequences, believing themselves to be the enforcers of Heaven’s will, daring to kill anyone. If they really wiped out the Seven Great Maritime Merchants, he would definitely be the scapegoat.
    

    

    
      Because the court had no way to control Heaven's Path Alliance, in the end, the blame would fall on him. Who told him he couldn’t pacify the expert from Heaven's Path Alliance?
    

    

    
      In the end, Zhao Shouchang instructed, "Do not tell anyone about Heaven's Path Alliance, especially not that Feng family's third son."
    

    

    
      "Understood, Father."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan nodded quickly. 
    

    

    
      She naturally knew the importance of the matter.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning, Chen Ming received a letter delivered by Zhao Xiyan’s maid. After reading the letter, his heart settled—he knew the matter was settled.
    

    

    
      As for how many martial artists this would attract, that would depend on the Guanglong Trading Company’s ability to spread the word.
    

    

    
      That afternoon, Chen Ming went to find Feng Siyuan to tell him the good news.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was overjoyed and wanted to take Chen Ming to Yihong Courtyard for a proper celebration.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "We must act without delay—delays might bring changes. We only have two months. Not a moment can be wasted. Do this—invite the people in charge of the merchant caravans from Guanglong Trading Company who are about to head out across Jiangzhou. Invite them for drinks and ask them to help spread the word. Best if we can also find some storytellers…"
    

    

    
      Whether this endeavor would succeed depended heavily on publicity.
    

    

    
      He decided to tackle it from both ends—on one hand, letting the merchant caravans help with promotion, and on the other, asking Feng Siyuan to find storytellers, aiming to spread the news throughout the fifteen counties of Jiangzhou within a month.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was indeed receptive and immediately got to work upon hearing this.
    

    

    
      It was his first time handling such matters, so he naturally wanted to do it well and impress his father.
    

    

    
      Despite his previous reputation as a playboy, indulging in pleasures every day, Feng Siyuan still had some men under his command. 
    

    

    
      In one go, he dispatched more than a dozen of them to assist Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming asked, he found out they were his mother's men.
    

    

    
      As for money—there was no need to worry. With the Feng family’s wealth, to put it bluntly, even a single hair from them was thicker than the Chen family’s thigh.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also began to get busy. He started drafting the regulations for the martial arts tournament—how the matches would be conducted, the competition system, how to ensure fairness…
    

    

    
      His life philosophy was: if something is to be done, it should be done well.
    

    

    
      Just the regulations alone filled tens of thousands of words, and in the process, he also refined his brushwork.
    

    

    
      And so, the days passed one by one, and the news about two Third Grade Experts accepting disciples began to spread across various parts of Jiangzhou…
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      One month later.
    

    

    
      Over a thousand li from Qingfeng City, in a small town at the westernmost edge of Jiangzhou.
    

    

    
      "Brother Fang, have you heard? A storyteller from out of town came to the teahouse. He said that in a month, two Third Grade Experts will hold a disciple recruitment assembly in Qingfeng City. Regardless of background, only talent and comprehension matter..."
    

    

    
      A young man burst into a tavern, excitedly sharing the good news with everyone.
    

    

    
      Inside the tavern, a group of young men were drinking and laughing. 
    

    

    
      When someone barged in, they quieted for a moment, but as soon as he was halfway through, there was an uproar of laughter.
    

    

    
      "What nonsense are you talking about?"
    

    

    
      "Haven’t even started drinking, and already daydreaming?"
    

    

    
      "Third Grade Experts? Publicly recruiting disciples..."
    

    

    
      "Keep going, keep making things up..."
    

    

    
      Naturally, no one believed such words.
    

    

    
      The young man named Little Six flushed red and said emotionally,"It’s true, Brother Fang, I’m not lying to you..."
    

    

    
      "Enough!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, the young man leading the group smoothed things over."We’re all brothers here, don’t go too far. Little Six, I know you’ve been upset ever since you failed to find a master. Come, sit down and have a drink..."
    

    

    
      Seeing no one believed him, Duan Xiaoliu turned and ran off in anger. He was going to prove to them—it was real.
    

    

    
      Inside the tavern, the half-drunk youths continued mocking Little Six’s foolish dreams.
    

    

    
      Two days later, the young man surnamed Fang suddenly asked,"Where’s Little Six? Haven’t seen him these past couple days."
    

    

    
      "Don’t tell me he really went to Qingfeng City to become a disciple?"
    

    

    
      Everyone fell silent for a moment, then erupted into raucous laughter.
    

    

    
      "He’s not really that dumb, is he?"
    

    

    
      "Sounds exactly like something that fool would do..."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Amid the laughter, someone in a corner murmured,"What if... what if it’s actually true?"
    

    

    
      The crowd quieted for a second, then almost everyone refuted in unison,"No way!"
    

    

    
      "If you think it’s true, why don’t you go too? Leave now, you can still make it."
    

    

    
      The one who had spoken hurriedly waved it off with an awkward smile,"I was just saying."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Duan Xiaoliu, carrying his pack, a saber left by his father, and silver earned from selling their house, set off in pursuit of his dream.
    

    

    
      Along the way, he ate dry rations when hungry, drank from streams when thirsty, slept in woodsheds of strangers, braving the cold and snow, traveling day and night.
    

    

    
      On the road, he heard many people talking about the disciple recruitment assembly by the Third Grade Experts in Qingfeng City. He even learned their nicknames and backgrounds.
    

    

    
      Golden Saber Li Donglin. 
    

    

    
      Said to have been a bandit, he later turned over a new leaf and became a guard for merchant caravans. 
    

    

    
      He met a benefactor and learned high-level saber techniques. Later, he sailed overseas and, with a golden saber, slew countless foreign experts. Eventually, he aged, washed his hands of the martial world, and retired.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, his descendants were unworthy, none could inherit his legacy. Nearing ninety, unwilling to let his martial arts be lost, he decided to hold a disciple recruitment assembly to take in students.
    

    

    
      The other was Canglang Sword Han Dengxing, once a beggar, nearly starved to death. 
    

    

    
      Luckily adopted by a kind soul, he started as a servant, met a good teacher, and learned excellent martial skills. 
    

    

    
      He also sailed abroad, comprehending the Canglang Sword Technique at sea. 
    

    

    
      Once fought Zheng Longwang to a draw.
    

    

    
      He had three disciples, but all met misfortune. 
    

    

    
      With his skills facing extinction, upon hearing his friend Li Donglin planned to recruit disciples, he readily agreed.
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu memorized all this and became even more convinced.
    

    

    
      As he got closer to Qingfeng City, he encountered more and more fellow travelers—some in groups of three to five, some in pairs, and some alone like him.
    

    

    
      He had a hunch—they were all heading to become disciples. 
    

    

    
      Like him, they were all cautious.
    

    

    
      In their hearts, they each viewed the others as potential competitors.
    

    

    
      Of course, not everyone was like him. Some tried to strike up conversation."Little brother, heading to Qingfeng City too? If we’re on the same road, let’s travel together—it’s good to have company."
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu, of course, declined.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In this way, after twenty-five days, Duan Xiaoliu finally arrived at the legendary Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      The city said to be bustling was, indeed, bustling. 
    

    

    
      Far surpassing his hometown’s little town.
    

    

    
      Upon entering, he didn’t even need to ask around. 
    

    

    
      On every street and alley, even the beggars at the roadside were talking about the two Third Grade Experts recruiting disciples.
    

    

    
      After getting enough information, the first thing Duan Xiaoliu did was find an inn.
    

    

    
      But the room rates were terrifyingly high—six silver coins a night for a regular room. 
    

    

    
      The better rooms were even pricier, and this was the last room available at that price.
    

    

    
      At this point, no matter how expensive, he had no choice but to stay.
    

    

    
      He bathed, changed into new clothes, and went downstairs.
    

    

    
      Inside the inn, nearly everyone was like him—outsiders come to join the disciple recruitment assembly. 
    

    

    
      Everyone was talking about it.
    

    

    
      On his first night in Qingfeng City, Duan Xiaoliu fell asleep full of excitement, agitation, anxiety, and unease.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning, Duan Xiaoliu woke early. 
    

    

    
      After breakfast, he headed straight for the East Gate.
    

    

    
      He already knew—the open land by the Tai River near the Ten Li Pavilion outside the East Gate was the site for the disciple recruitment assembly.
    

    

    
      To participate, one had to register first. Registration would close in four days.
    

    

    
      Four days later, the recruitment assembly would officially begin.
    

    

    
      When Duan Xiaoliu arrived beside the Ten Li Pavilion, he saw many tents erected by the river, and several arenas in the center.
    

    

    
      The registration point was inside a large tent next to the pavilion, with a big sign beside it bearing the words"Registration"in bold.
    

    

    
      In front of the pavilion, many were already lined up.
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu quickly joined the end of the line.
    

    

    
      At that time, the sky had not yet fully brightened, and the pavilion staff had not arrived.
    

    

    
      He waited for a full hour.
    

    

    
      What was originally a queue of seven or eight had become a long line—at least fifty to sixty people by estimation.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Duan Xiaoliu’s eyelids twitched. So many people?
    

    

    
      Could he really stand out among so many and be chosen by the two Third Grade Experts?
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking this, the person in charge of registration finally arrived.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After waiting a good while longer, it was finally Duan Xiaoliu’s turn. 
    

    

    
      The two tall guards stationed outside the tent gestured for him to enter.
    

    

    
      Only then did Duan Xiaoliu step inside. Just moments ago, he had witnessed with his own eyes how they subdued and threw out two people who tried to cut in line—they were at least Eighth Grade Martial Artists.
    

    

    
      If both guards were Eighth Grade, then it was obvious the people inside had to be major figures.
    

    

    
      Inside the tent, there were only three people: one young man around twenty years old with an extraordinary bearing, and two men who looked like bookkeepers, sitting beside him, writing something down.
    

    

    
      The two bookkeepers began asking questions.
    

    

    
      "What’s your name?"
    

    

    
      "How old are you?"
    

    

    
      "Where are you from?"
    

    

    
      "What is your cultivation level?"
    

    

    
      When Duan Xiaoliu heard this question, he lowered his head somewhat guiltily."N... Ninth Grade."
    

    

    
      After the two finished questioning, the young man spoke."Come over here. I’ll test your strength. Only those who meet the requirements are qualified to participate in the disciple recruitment assembly."
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu quickly asked,"What counts as meeting the requirements?"
    

    

    
      The young man replied,"That’s for me to judge. Come, try hitting me with a palm strike."
    

    

    
      "This—"
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu hesitated.
    

    

    
      "Don’t waste time. If you don’t dare to strike, leave now."
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu gritted his teeth and suddenly struck with his palm.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      His palm struck squarely against the other’s, and he immediately felt a surge of overwhelming force pushing him down, knocking him to the ground. His chest tightened, and he nearly fainted.
    

    

    
      Then he heard the other’s evaluation."Not bad, your foundation is solid. Definitely Ninth Grade. Alright, you’ve passed."
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu thought he misheard. 
    

    

    
      He passed just like that?
    

    

    
      The young man said,"Don’t just stand there. Take your number token—0539. Come compete four days later. Bring this with you. At the time, only the number will be called."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu quickly got up from the ground, accepted the number token, and once he left the tent, he dashed off until he found a secluded place. 
    

    

    
      Looking at the bamboo token in his hand, he grinned foolishly.
    

    

    
      He had actually passed. 
    

    

    
      He could participate in the disciple recruitment assembly.
    

    

    
      That meant he had a chance to be accepted as a disciple by a Third Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      0539!
    

    

    
      What a great number.
    

    

    
      Wait a minute...
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu suddenly realized—did that mean 538 people had already passed before him?
    

    

    
      He looked at the long line in front of the nearby pavilion.
    

    

    
      There were still four days left. 
    

    

    
      Would the number of those who got a token exceed a thousand?
    

    

    
      That number made his scalp tingle.
    

    

    
      For the first time, he realized that there were so many people in the world who practiced martial arts.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV11 enemy and gained 40 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw this notification but felt no joy at all.
    

    

    
      "Another Ninth Grade."
    

    

    
      He sighed. 
    

    

    
      These past few days, among those who came to register, ninety percent were Ninth Grade Martial Artists. 
    

    

    
      There were only about ten Eighth Grades, and even fewer Seventh Grades—just five. 
    

    

    
      Not a single Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      Defeating a Ninth Grade only gave forty points.
    

    

    
      An Eighth Grade gave one hundred points.
    

    

    
      A Seventh Grade gave four hundred points.
    

    

    
      Of course, he hoped for more high-cultivation participants.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had devised strategies for Feng Siyuan, helped persuade Zhao Xiyan, and even painstakingly created a competition format—all for this very day!
    

    

    
      Everyone who wanted to join the disciple recruitment assembly had to go through him first.
    

    

    
      So far, over two thousand people had registered. 
    

    

    
      Half of them were locals from Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      He had eliminated three-quarters of them.
    

    

    
      All those disqualified were due to not meeting the age requirement.
    

    

    
      Of course, these days had yielded great results—he had accumulated over eighty thousand experience points in total.
    

    

    
      And with four more days of registration left, people would keep coming. 
    

    

    
      Conservatively, he estimated he could gather over one hundred thousand experience points this time.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but give himself a mental thumbs-up for his genius idea.
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      Throughout the entire day, Chen Ming had no idea how many martial artists he had "defeated". 
    

    

    
      He had become numb. 
    

    

    
      Whether it was a Ninth Grade, Eighth Grade, or even a Seventh Grade, none of them could withstand a single palm strike from him.
    

    

    
      By the end, he couldn’t even be bothered to look at the pop-up prompts anymore, directly ignoring them.
    

    

    
      Finally, by dusk, the sky was growing dark, and outside, there were still many people in line. 
    

    

    
      Many came carrying luggage, afraid they’d miss the registration.
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong and Wang Mingkai had to repeatedly reassure them that registration would continue tomorrow before finally managing to send them away.
    

    

    
      Today's registration work had finally come to an end.
    

    

    
      "Thank you all for your hard work."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spoke to all the staff present.
    

    

    
      "It wasn’t hard."
    

    

    
      "Second Young Master is too polite."
    

    

    
      "This is our duty..."
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      The dozen or so people present all spoke sincerely. 
    

    

    
      This Second Young Master was genuinely generous. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t mistreated them in the slightest. 
    

    

    
      Not only was there hot tea, but also exquisite pastries.
    

    

    
      For lunch, they even ordered directly from Drunken Immortal Tower—it was lavish.
    

    

    
      It was just guarding the entrance and maintaining order. 
    

    

    
      Not exactly laborious work.
    

    

    
      At some point, everyone began calling Chen Ming "Second Young Master". Once someone started, the rest followed. 
    

    

    
      It felt more familiar that way.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      On the way back, Chen Ming opened the panel and saw that his point total had increased by over thirty thousand.
    

    

    
      This meant that today alone, there were seven to eight hundred registrants.
    

    

    
      However, only about a hundred obtained qualifications. 
    

    

    
      The elimination rate was even higher than in the previous days.
    

    

    
      "Didn’t expect Jiangzhou alone to have so many martial practitioners. And all who came were martial artists—at least of Ninth Grade cultivation."
    

    

    
      Outside, came Gu Junrong’s sigh.
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai said, "Heh, really an eye-opener. I’m afraid every Ninth Grade Martial Artist in Jiangzhou showed up."
    

    

    
      "I recognized some faces—they definitely came a few days ago. They didn’t qualify, were unwilling to give up, and returned to register again."
    

    

    
      "More than just a few. There were more than ten who came every single day. Couldn’t drive them away—shameless."
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong said, "It’s understandable, really. This is a Third Grade Expert accepting disciples. How could anyone be willing to give up?"
    

    

    
      "And what good does being unwilling do? The requirements were personally set by the two seniors. It’s not up to Senior Brother to decide. Coming again won’t change anything."
    

    

    
      Listening to their conversation, Chen Ming suddenly recalled the uproar back when the news first broke in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      The area outside his home was nearly trampled flat.
    

    

    
      Almost every disciple from the Huo Residence came to him, wanting to register.
    

    

    
      Regardless of whether they knew him or not—even Seventh Grade Martial Artists whom he had offended and beaten up not long ago came thick-skinned, seeking registration slots for their children or disciples.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming became the most sought-after figure in Qingfeng City overnight.
    

    

    
      The appeal of a Third Grade Expert accepting disciples to low-level martial artists was even more exaggerated than he had imagined. 
    

    

    
      The whole Qingfeng City was set ablaze.
    

    

    
      Inside Qingfeng City, nearly every martial artist under forty came to register.
    

    

    
      These people clearly did not meet the requirements. 
    

    

    
      Their visit was in vain. 
    

    

    
      As soon as he saw someone over thirty, Chen Ming eliminated them on the spot.
    

    

    
      The next day, they’d shave their beards and come back with fake names, thinking he wouldn’t recognize them—leaving Chen Ming speechless.
    

    

    
      Such people weren’t rare. He encountered them daily.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head and stopped listening to the two's conversation. He thought, it was time to enhance his strength.
    

    

    
      So, he opened the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 40】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 117564】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Techniques: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level - Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Ninth Level - Perfected), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 (First Level 6999/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastered), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastered), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastered), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastered), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Beginner 50032/100000)】
    

    

    
      Looking at the 110,000+ experience points, Chen Ming felt slightly excited. 
    

    

    
      With this much experience, his strength would leap ahead. 
    

    

    
      He finally had enough confidence to face other Sixth Grade Martial Artists.
    

    

    
      "Add to sword technique first!"
    

    

    
      Previously, Chen Ming’s invincibility within his realm and rarity of rivals was due to his extremely high mastery of martial skills.
    

    

    
      Naturally, his priority now remained upgrading martial skills.
    

    

    
      He directly allocated fifty thousand points into 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》.
    

    

    
      In an instant, a boom erupted in his mind, and countless insights surged forward.
    

    

    
      After a long while—
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming reopened his eyes, he saw the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 entry had changed to Proficient 32/200000.
    

    

    
      As expected, reaching Adept required two hundred thousand experience points.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, he used another thirty thousand points on 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a terrifying wave of heat surged within his body...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      By the time Chen Ming returned home, he had fully digested the increase in strength. 
    

    

    
      At that moment, his family was waiting to dine with him.
    

    

    
      His carriage arrived at the doorstep just as the food was served. 
    

    

    
      Once he sat down, the dishes were already laid out, still steaming hot.
    

    

    
      Eldest brother Chen Rui’s moustache had thickened, making him look more mature. His entire demeanor had changed—his spirit, presence, and aura now carried greater depth and authority.
    

    

    
      Sister-in-law Madam Wei was different as well—radiant, as if a few years younger.
    

    

    
      Thanks to Chen Ming, she had become a rising star among the women of Xiushui Street. 
    

    

    
      Many came to her daily. 
    

    

    
      For the first time, she felt like the center of attention in a social circle.
    

    

    
      Back when she married into the Chen Family, she never imagined such a heavenly life, not even in her dreams.
    

    

    
      After dinner, Chen Rui called Chen Ming to the study—clearly, something needed to be discussed.
    

    

    
      After both brothers sat down, Chen Rui said, "Today, an old regular invited me for a meal. When I arrived, I saw Chief Steward Qian from Four Seas Trading Company was also there. He said all future medicinal purchases of the Four Seas Trading Company would go through Spring Harmony Hall. He didn’t ask for any conditions, but it was obvious he wants to build ties with you. So, whether to accept this business or not depends on your decision."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming chuckled and said,"Go ahead, why wouldn’t I earn money if it’s there to be made?"
    

    

    
      Chen Rui immediately replied,"Alright."
    

    

    
      "However, don’t get too close to the Four Seas Trading Company."
    

    

    
      "Mm, I understand."
    

    

    
      With that said, Chen Rui knew exactly where the boundaries lay.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought the conversation was over and was about to leave when he noticed his elder brother seemed to have more to say. He asked curiously,"Is there something else?"
    

    

    
      Chen Rui hesitated for a moment but still decided to ask clearly,"Ah Ming, others say that Senior Gold Saber has already decided to take you as his disciple. Is that true?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied,"That’s just a rumor, nothing of the sort has happened."
    

    

    
      He had naturally heard others talk about this rumor before. It was quite normal. In Qingfeng City, among the younger generation, he was the undisputed number one. Only Gu Yuantao could compare with him.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao had also broken through to Sixth Grade just over a month ago and was currently in seclusion.
    

    

    
      To others, since he had no official master, joining the tutelage of Gold Saber Li Donglin was practically a nailed-down certainty.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui asked with confusion,"With your talent, Ah Ming, if you wished to become his disciple, Senior Gold Saber certainly wouldn’t refuse. Why are you unwilling to take him as your master?"
    

    

    
      This was something he simply could not understand.
    

    

    
      Gold Saber Li Donglin was a Third Grade Expert, and within the entire Jiangzhou region, he was a renowned figure. Becoming his disciple would not only provide a strong backing but also the guidance of a famous master, allowing one to cultivate even faster.
    

    

    
      It was clearly an advantageous matter, so why was Ah Ming unwilling?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t outright say the man wasn’t qualified to be his master, so he found an excuse instead."His saber path does not align with mine."
    

    

    
      Bringing out such a lofty-sounding reason, Chen Rui naturally couldn’t push the issue any further.
    

    

    
      More importantly, he trusted that his younger brother must have his own reasoning behind his actions.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming stepped into the courtyard, he suddenly sensed something and looked up. He saw an old man step out from the corner of the wall, clasping his hands in greeting and politely saying,"Brother Chen, I hope you’ve been well."
    

    

    
      "Senior Gao?"
    

    

    
      He instantly recognized the man—it was Gao Mingchuan, a Sixth Grade Martial Artist who had been well-known in the city for many years.
    

    

    
      This man used to be an escort guard, roaming the lands in his youth. He had lived in Qingfeng City for over twenty years.
    

    

    
      Previously, Chen Ming had visited him a few times. 
    

    

    
      Apart from the first meeting, the man had claimed illness and refused to see him on the next three visits.
    

    

    
      It was obvious he had been avoiding him.
    

    

    
      Looking at the man now, he seemed full of energy and had a sharp gaze—he didn’t look sick at all.
    

    

    
      Gao Mingchuan said with a cheerful smile,"I dare not accept the title of senior. I’m only a few years older than you, Brother Chen. If you don’t mind, you can call me Elder Brother, or just Old Gao."
    

    

    
      He was putting himself in a very humble position.
    

    

    
      It was truly difficult for him. 
    

    

    
      He was well into his eighties, yet he still had to lower himself before a younger man.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked him,"It’s quite late, Elder Gao. What brings you to me at this hour?"
    

    

    
      "I wouldn’t presume to offer instruction. I just heard that Brother Chen came to look for me a few times. Unfortunately, my old injuries flared up recently, and some juniors in my household turned you away at the door. I only just found out, so I came over specifically to apologize."
    

    

    
      "You flatter me, Elder Gao."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied indifferently.
    

    

    
      Seeing that Chen Ming was unmoved, Gao Mingchuan gritted his teeth and said,"I heard that Brother Chen enjoys sparring with others. If you don’t mind this old set of bones, I would be honored to exchange a few moves."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that, Chen Ming exclaimed with delight,"Is that true? Elder Brother, you’re really willing to spar with me?"
    

    

    
      Seeing how fast he changed his expression, faster than flipping a page, Gao Mingchuan immediately realized Chen Ming had been waiting for that sentence. He cursed inwardly but, for the sake of his beloved grandson, could only thicken his skin and say,"I’ve long heard that Brother Chen’s saber technique is superb. I’ve been eager to witness it myself."
    

    

    
      After saying that, he quickly added,"By the way, I actually came here today with a request."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said with a beaming smile,"Please, go ahead."
    

    

    
      "I have a grandson with quite decent talent. He’s twenty-five this year and already at the Peak of Seventh Grade. He greatly admires Senior Li of the Gold Saber and wishes to become his disciple. However, for some reason, he’s been unable to obtain the registration qualification. I hope Brother Chen can lend a hand."
    

    

    
      This was the real reason why Gao Mingchuan had come to soften up.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming patted his chest and said,"Is that so? Don’t worry, Elder Brother. Your matters are my matters. Your grandson is my… junior, of course. As long as he meets the requirements, I’ll definitely help him secure the qualification."
    

    

    
      "In that case, thank you very much, Brother Chen."
    

    

    
      Now that the terms were settled, Gao Mingchuan said,"No time like the present. How about we spar right here and now?"
    

    

    
      "Perfect timing."
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming spoke, he went inside the house and retrieved a refined steel sword.
    

    

    
      Seeing him bring out a sword, Gao Mingchuan was a bit puzzled. 
    

    

    
      This man was known for his saber technique—what was the meaning of pulling out a sword today?
    

    

    
      Noticing his confusion, Chen Ming smiled faintly and explained,"I suddenly feel that saber techniques don’t suit my temperament, so I’ve abandoned the saber to study the sword."
    

    

    
      "……"
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      Arrogant!
    

    

    
      Gao Mingchuan only felt his chest swell with rage, the veins on his forehead throbbing violently.
    

    

    
      For the sake of his descendants’ future, he could put aside his old pride and humble himself to ask for help. However, the pride of a martial artist made it unbearable to suffer such humiliation.
    

    

    
      How dared this brat look down on him like that?
    

    

    
      He might as well have treated him as if he were nothing.
    

    

    
      Gao Mingchuan had been renowned for many years. Even Huo Chengkun dared not act so presumptuously toward him.
    

    

    
      Yet this young brat, barely in his twenties, who had only broken through to Sixth Grade three months ago, actually regarded him with complete disregard.
    

    

    
      Fine!
    

    

    
      Very well!
    

    

    
      A trace of coldness flashed in Gao Mingchuan’s eyes. 
    

    

    
      Originally, he had intended to go easy, to make it a draw—neither injuring the boy’s pride nor tarnishing his own reputation.
    

    

    
      Now, he changed his mind. He would make the brat suffer a little, to show him his true skill.
    

    

    
      "Then here I come!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming made his move as well, using a common stance—Pine Greets the Guest.
    

    

    
      Unnoticed, Gao Mingchuan had already drawn two short sabers. 
    

    

    
      Seizing an opening, he twisted his wrists, the sabers moving with lightning speed to disarm Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      "Good!"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming let out a shout, withdrew his hand, and astonishingly avoided the precise and fierce twist.
    

    

    
      Gao Mingchuan was a bit surprised—this brat did have some skills.
    

    

    
      Just as this thought flashed through his mind, a wave of scorching heat surged directly toward his face.
    

    

    
      "What?"
    

    

    
      He felt all the hairs on his body stand up. 
    

    

    
      The strength of this sword strike made him realize he had encountered a formidable opponent. 
    

    

    
      In haste, he dared not take it head-on and, without thinking, rolled to the side—barely avoiding it.
    

    

    
      As Gao Mingchuan was about to stand, Chen Ming’s second sword strike had already arrived.
    

    

    
      This strike sealed off all avenues of retreat.
    

    

    
      And the searing inner energy contained within the sword astonished him even further. 
    

    

    
      This was clearly a highly refined internal technique, likely the direct transmission of a major sect.
    

    

    
      Now, Gao Mingchuan had no way to evade. He raised both sabers and, mustering all his life’s cultivation, braced himself to block it with all his might.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a tremendous force surge toward him. His entire body was blasted back, involuntarily retreating over ten meters before he finally came to a stop.
    

    

    
      He thought to himself, "Such profound strength. Best not to clash head-on with him."
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to advance again, he suddenly heard Gao Mingchuan say, "Brother, your swordsmanship is outstanding. I admit defeat."
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      He conceded?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite surprised. Then a prompt popped up before his eyes: [You have defeated an LV47 enemy. Gained 5000 EXP.]
    

    

    
      Five thousand points—not bad at all. 
    

    

    
      That meant defeating twenty Level 47 enemies would yield 100,000 points.
    

    

    
      Gao Mingchuan suddenly seemed much more pleasing to the eye. This old man was quite tactful after all.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Elder Gao is too modest. Your strength is profound. I am far inferior."
    

    

    
      Gao Mingchuan’s face twitched slightly, fury bubbling inside. 
    

    

    
      He thought Chen Ming was mocking him. 
    

    

    
      Saying no more, he cupped his hands briefly, then turned and left.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The Gao Residence, with its towering walls and deep courtyards, was far more impressive than the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      This was the heritage of a family, something accumulated over time.
    

    

    
      In the rear study, a handsome young man paced back and forth like an ant on a hot pan, glancing toward the door from time to time.
    

    

    
      Beside him, a middle-aged man sat calmly. "Hao’er, sit properly. The more crucial the moment, the more one must remain calm. Your grandfather has gone personally. I believe that fellow named Chen will give him face."
    

    

    
      "Yes, Father."
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao sat down again, though his face remained anxious. He simply could not calm his nerves.
    

    

    
      Who could blame him for being so agitated? A chance to become a disciple of a Third Grade Expert was right before him. If he missed it, he would regret it for life.
    

    

    
      Since childhood, he had been exceptionally gifted, one of the top young talents in Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      Especially in saber techniques, his talent was extraordinary.
    

    

    
      A year ago, he had broken through to Seventh Grade. He originally planned to go to Jiangzhou after the New Year to study under a Fourth Grade saber master.
    

    

    
      But then, news spread that two Third Grade Experts were accepting disciples. 
    

    

    
      He was overjoyed.
    

    

    
      To become the disciple of a Third Grade Expert—what a great opportunity!
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao registered immediately, confident that with his talent, he would surely be chosen by Senior Gold Saber.
    

    

    
      Yet, he failed to even pass the preliminary registration.
    

    

    
      Angry and confused, he asked around and discovered that the one handling registration was none other than Chen Ming, who was younger than him yet had already broken through to Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      This Chen Ming was known for being narrow-minded. 
    

    

    
      Most likely, he bore a grudge from months ago when Gao Chenghao visited and his grandfather avoided meeting him. 
    

    

    
      Now he was taking revenge, sabotaging his opportunity.
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao had no choice but to ask his grandfather for help.
    

    

    
      His grandfather had asked many people to intercede with the Chen family, but Chen Ming remained unmoved. 
    

    

    
      Finally, his grandfather had no choice but to visit Chen Ming personally.
    

    

    
      Fearing that Chen Ming might refuse to meet during the day, he had gone directly at night.
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao could only wait at home for news. 
    

    

    
      Anxious, he could not sit still.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he saw a figure outside and jumped up excitedly. "They’re back!"
    

    

    
      His father saw it too and rose to greet them. Clearly, he was not as calm as he appeared.
    

    

    
      Soon, both father and son sensed something was wrong. 
    

    

    
      The person outside was walking unsteadily.
    

    

    
      "Grandfather!"
    

    

    
      "Father!"
    

    

    
      Just then, the man entered the room—it was indeed Gao Mingchuan. His face was flushed red, and suddenly, he coughed up a mouthful of black blood and collapsed into his son’s arms.
    

    

    
      The two were shocked beyond belief. "Father (Grandfather), who hurt you?!"
    

    

    
      After spitting blood, Gao Mingchuan’s face turned from red to pale. He grabbed his son’s wrist tightly and weakly said, "Don’t spread this… from now on, never provoke that Chen… Chen Ming… help me… sit up…"
    

    

    
      The father and son of the Gao family were dumbfounded by his words.
    

    

    
      Could it be… that he was actually wounded by Chen Ming?
    

    

    
      The two were shocked and hastily helped Gao Mingchuan sit properly. 
    

    

    
      Seeing him sit cross-legged and circulate his energy to heal, his complexion gradually began to improve.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Gao Father and Gao Chenghao kept watch in the study throughout the night. 
    

    

    
      Not until daylight broke did Gao Mingchuan finish his cultivation and awaken.
    

    

    
      “Father, are you alright?”
    

    

    
      Gao Mingchuan sighed and said, “I’m afraid it’ll take ten days to half a month of rest to fully recover.”
    

    

    
      Only then did the father and son breathe a sigh of relief. “Father, were you really injured by that Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      A trace of complex emotion flashed through Gao Mingchuan’s eyes. “This kid’s true qi is the most domineering I’ve ever seen. He’s likely a direct disciple from a major sect. That boy, he’s hidden himself well.”
    

    

    
      Last night, he had merely exchanged a single move with Chen Ming, and that flame-like true qi had already invaded his meridians. 
    

    

    
      In truth, if he had immediately circulated his energy to expel it, it would have taken just half an hour. 
    

    

    
      He wouldn’t have ended up in such a sorry state.
    

    

    
      But at that moment, he really had no face to remain in the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      Forcing himself to return home and forcibly circulate his qi led to internal injuries.
    

    

    
      What Gao Mingchuan cultivated was the most ordinary of techniques, and naturally, the true qi it produced was also the most ordinary. 
    

    

    
      Compared to a Seventh Grade Martial Artist, its power was still considerable and could easily crush them.
    

    

    
      However, in terms of qi quality, let alone a supreme art like 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》, it didn’t even come close to first-class techniques.
    

    

    
      His technique could, at best, be cultivated to the Fourth Grade. 
    

    

    
      Among second-rate techniques, it was at the bottom tier. Still, even such a technique was once a treasured find to him.
    

    

    
      One must know, many Seventh Grade Martial Artists couldn’t obtain a cultivation technique their entire lives, wasting away in regret.
    

    

    
      Only upon reaching the Sixth Grade did he realize the vast gap between low-tier martial artists and direct disciples of major sects—like a gulf between heaven and earth.
    

    

    
      Gao Mingchuan grabbed Gao Chenghao’s wrist. “Hao’er, you must succeed in becoming a disciple under Senior Gold Saber this time. The future of the Gao Family lies entirely in your hands!”
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao’s blood boiled. “Grandfather, I won’t let you down!”
    

    

    
      After a while, Gao Mingchuan suddenly said, “There’s one more thing. Spread the word about me going to beg Chen Ming last night, to ask him for a qualification slot on your behalf.”
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao said in surprise, “Grandfather, you mean to…”
    

    

    
      “I reckon, back then, we weren’t the only ones turned away by Chen Ming, right?”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      After dawn, at Ten Li Pavilion, the enrollment process was in full swing.
    

    

    
      Atop the city gate tower, Zhao Shouchang stood with his hands behind his back, clad in green robes. He looked at the long line below and smiled faintly. “Who would have thought that this kid could stir up such a grand scene.”
    

    

    
      Standing behind him were a man and a woman, both dressed in blue robes—the two Fifth Grade Constables.
    

    

    
      Their official rank was Fifth Grade, but both had reached Peak of Fourth Grade in cultivation.
    

    

    
      Judging by their age, both appeared to be around thirty.
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie snorted, “He’s merely riding on the coattails of two Third Grade Experts. Without the cooperation of Guanglong Trading Company, what could a mere Sixth Grade do?”
    

    

    
      Beside him, Du Caiyue said mockingly, “What, jealous? Makes sense. Like you, he came from a humble background. And he broke through to Sixth Grade a few years earlier than you. Naturally, you find everything about him displeasing.”
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie sneered but didn’t retort.
    

    

    
      He knew, if he said one word, Du Caiyue would fire back with ten. 
    

    

    
      The smartest move was to stay silent.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang ignored his subordinates’ squabbling and said, “With so many martial artists gathered in Qingfeng City, the Blood Demon Sect won’t hold back much longer. Keep a close eye.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      The two replied sternly.
    

    

    
      Just then, a figure in white ascended the tower. 
    

    

    
      She moved with grace, untouched by the mundane world, her robes immaculate and a long sword strapped to her back.
    

    

    
      Her face was veiled, her appearance obscured, revealing only a pair of ethereal eyes that now glinted with killing intent. “Zhao Shouchang, where did you deceive my master into going?”
    

    

    
      Even facing a Third Grade Inspector, she showed no fear.
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie’s face darkened, eyes gleaming with menace. He shouted, “Audacious! How dare you show disrespect to the Inspector!”
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue also wore a dark expression, just waiting for Zhao Shouchang’s order to capture this woman.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang waved his hand. “You two, stand down.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      The two immediately retreated. 
    

    

    
      They both knew, with the adult’s strength, this disciple of the Heaven’s Path Alliance couldn’t harm him.
    

    

    
      After they left, Zhao Shouchang’s expression remained unchanged. “Miss Su, I can only tell you this—your master went to face a great enemy. He didn’t tell you because it’s for your own good. With your strength, you’d only become a burden.”
    

    

    
      The killing intent in the woman in white’s eyes gradually faded. She said indifferently, “Lord Zhao’s schemes are indeed clever. However, you likely don’t know—the one the Blood Demon Sect sent this time is a Demon Heir. Without my master present, you’ll have to face him alone.”
    

    

    
      With that, she turned and left.
    

    

    
      Demon Heir?
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang’s gaze flickered slightly.
    

    

    
      Within the Cult of Eternal Life, a Demon Heir referred to someone who had inherited the true transmission of demonic techniques, usually with cultivation no greater than First Grade. 
    

    

    
      Beyond First Grade, one would be called a Demon Lord.
    

    

    
      In each generation, there were often several or even more than ten Demon Heirs. 
    

    

    
      Only the one who survived in the end could obtain the complete demonic arts.
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      After nightfall, Chen Ming wrapped up the day’s registration duties and glanced at the panel on his way back.
    

    

    
      【Level: 41】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 80789】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》（Fifth Level Perfection）, 《Three Suns Body Tempering》（Ninth Level Perfection), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》（First Level 36999/100000）】
    

    

    
      【Martial Arts: 《Three Talents Fist》（Mastery）, Eight Trigrams Saber Technique（Mastery）, Zhuang’s Flying Knife（Mastery）, Swallow Returns Sword Technique（Mastery）, 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》（Proficient 32/200000)】
    

    

    
      He had accumulated nearly forty thousand experience points.
    

    

    
      "There were actually a thousand people."
    

    

    
      To boost efficiency today, Chen Ming had summoned two additional clerks. They could register two people at a time. 
    

    

    
      After all, the assessment required only a single move and wouldn't take long.
    

    

    
      "Unfortunately, still no Sixth Grade Martial Artist."
    

    

    
      He thought with some regret.
    

    

    
      A single Sixth Grade Martial Artist could yield at least one or two thousand points, equivalent to a hundred Ninth Grade Martial Artists.
    

    

    
      "But is that Chen Bro’s carriage?"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a somewhat familiar voice sounded from outside.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming lifted the carriage window and, sure enough, saw an acquaintance. Delighted, he said, "Weihao Bro? What brings you here?"
    

    

    
      It was Zhou Weihao in the neighboring carriage.
    

    

    
      "Indeed, it’s Chen Bro."
    

    

    
      With a hearty laugh, Zhou Weihao leaped agilely onto his carriage, opened the door, and sat inside, saying as he did, "Another new ride, huh? If it weren’t for the insignia of your Chen Family on the carriage, and those two riders looking familiar, I wouldn’t have guessed it was you inside."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. "It’s been months. Weihao Bro still looks as sharp as ever."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao sized him up and asked, "Not long ago, I received a letter from my cousin. It said that shortly after I left, you broke through to the Sixth Grade. Is it true?"
    

    

    
      "What do you think?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao suddenly looked deflated. "That cousin of mine doesn’t lie. Sigh, I thought I had deeper cultivation and would certainly step into the Sixth Grade before you. Damn it, you actually surpassed me."
    

    

    
      His talent wasn’t mediocre either. Though he admired Chen Ming’s mastery in saber techniques, it didn’t mean he was willing to concede. He had believed that in terms of cultivation, he would certainly have the upper hand.
    

    

    
      In the end, this man truly defied common reasoning. 
    

    

    
      In just over half a year, he had broken through from Seventh Grade to Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      Such progress was truly astonishing.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, "You shouldn’t be far from Sixth Grade yourself, right?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao seemed not to hear him and asked, "Do you know why aristocratic families are called aristocratic families?"
    

    

    
      "A family that has produced a Third Grade Expert can be called an aristocratic family."
    

    

    
      "Not quite." Zhou Weihao shook his head. "It’s when a family has produced more than two Third Grade Experts that it qualifies as an aristocratic family."
    

    

    
      "So that’s how it is."
    

    

    
      "Then do you know what the foundation of an aristocratic family is? It’s the cultivation method!" Zhou Weihao said with a serious face. "Why are the Qin Family, the Wang Family, and the Su Family the Three Great Aristocratic Families of Jiangzhou? Why are they above all other aristocratic families?
    

    

    
      "Because their cultivation methods can be cultivated beyond the First Grade. Supreme experts have never ceased to appear from their line. These cultivation methods are also known as Peerless Divine Arts!"
    

    

    
      "The top-tier aristocratic families have cultivation methods that can reach at most the First Grade."
    

    

    
      "If a so-called aristocratic family has never produced a First Grade Expert, it means their cultivation method’s upper limit is Second or Third Grade. Such methods are second-tier."
    

    

    
      "As for those that can’t even reach Third Grade, they’re merely third-tier."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao then asked again, "Do you know where the difference between these various Levels of cultivation methods is most evident?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head. 
    

    

    
      No one had ever told him these key details before.
    

    

    
      "It’s true qi!"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said gravely, "From Ninth Grade to Seventh Grade is merely the foundational phase, a preparation to cultivate true qi. The heights you can reach in the future depend on the kind of true qi you cultivate. And the kind of true qi you cultivate depends on your cultivation method."
    

    

    
      "Chen Bro, you’ve been too eager for quick success. It’s also my fault—I didn’t expect you to master your qi and blood so quickly and forgot to warn you. But it’s not too late. You just broke through not long ago. Your true qi is still shallow. Switching to another cultivation method is still possible. It’ll just take more time to rebuild your foundation..."
    

    

    
      "Pack your things and come with me tomorrow. I know a First Grade saber expert in Jiangzhou who’s currently looking for a disciple. With your talent in the saber path, you might have a chance."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said all this in one breath.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was momentarily stunned, feeling a bit conflicted.
    

    

    
      He truly hadn’t expected that Zhou Weihao had come all this way out of concern that he might randomly learn some third-tier cultivation method. 
    

    

    
      Not only that, he had even sought out an opportunity for him to apprentice under a First Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      To be honest, he had always regarded Zhou Weihao as an ordinary friend.
    

    

    
      But it turned out Zhou Weihao truly treated him like a brother!
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was unnerved by the strange look in his eyes and coughed. "Why are you looking at me like that? You don’t think I came here just for you, do you? Of course not. I came to visit my cousin. It just so happened that before I left, I heard about a First Grade Expert seeking a disciple… Coming to you was purely incidental."
    

    

    
      The more he tried to explain, the more guilty he appeared.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suppressed a smile and said, "Thanks for your kindness, but I really don’t need it."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Zhou Weihao frowned immediately and said anxiously, "You got your cultivation method from the Seven Great Maritime Traders, didn’t you? Don’t trust them too easily. These merchants are always cunning. How could they willingly pass down any profound techniques to you? Whatever they gave you, it can’t be anything good. Don’t fall for it."
    

    

    
      Seeing his concern, Chen Ming explained, "Actually, I have another inheritance. It’s just inconvenient to reveal it."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was stunned, and then his face twitched violently, unable to maintain his composure. He glared at him in anger, thinking—why didn’t you say so earlier?
    

    

    
      Without saying another word, he pushed open the carriage door and jumped back onto his own, clearly too embarrassed to stay.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stifled his laughter and called out loudly, "Weihao Bro, I really didn’t mean to hide it from you."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao’s carriage suddenly accelerated and quickly vanished from sight.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned home in high spirits and, seeing two carriages parked in the front courtyard, asked, "Are there guests?"
    

    

    
      Old Li the gatekeeper replied, "Two elderly gentlemen, one surnamed Jin and one surnamed Cao, both with quite the imposing presence. The young master has been accompanying them in the parlor."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming already had a pretty good idea who it was and chuckled inwardly—they really couldn’t hold back.
    

    

    
      When he entered the parlor, he indeed saw two elderly men seated inside. He greeted them, "Old Jin, Old Cao, what rare guests."
    

    

    
      Jin Jianxiong, a veteran Sixth Grade Martial Artist in his sixties, ran a small gang. He had three sons, all decently skilled, who wanted to register for the disciple selection but were stopped.
    

    

    
      The other was Cao Jiahui, who owned a carriage and horse business. His situation was similar, with two sons also unable to register.
    

    

    
      These two were sworn brothers, and it was clear they had come today to plead for their sons.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, after a few pleasantries, they began steering the conversation that way.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming showed some difficulty on his face. "The selection criteria are naturally set by the seniors. I have no say in the matter."
    

    

    
      Both men were inwardly cursing him. 
    

    

    
      They had heard that many candidates with worse strength and talent than their sons had been accepted, yet theirs were rejected. And he said it wasn’t deliberate?
    

    

    
      Jin Jianxiong, known for his domineering temper, couldn’t stand being obstructed by this young brat and snapped, "Chen brat, are you saying that if we spar, you’ll stop giving my sons a hard time?"
    

    

    
      After all that chatter, they had finally gotten to the real reason.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t be bothered to act anymore and said, "Exactly."
    

    

    
      "Then let’s do it!"
    

    

    
      Jin Jianxiong, already boiling with anger, lashed out immediately. His massive palm, like a banana leaf fan, struck at Chen Ming’s chest.
    

    

    
      This strike came with rage and powerful true qi.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a brief suffocation and knew better than to take it head-on. He grabbed the longsword nearby—without even unsheathing it—and slashed toward the oncoming palm, his true qi still held back.
    

    

    
      Jin Jianxiong did not take this newly advanced brat seriously and neither dodged nor flinched, reaching straight for the scabbard.
    

    

    
      "Let go—"
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to snatch the sword away, an intensely hot sensation burst from the scabbard, burning his hand with searing pain.
    

    

    
      This—
    

    

    
      Jin Jianxiong was shocked and instinctively released his grip. 
    

    

    
      The scabbard, like a venomous serpent, darted forward. 
    

    

    
      Caught off guard, he was struck in the chest, and pain exploded at the point of impact as he collapsed to the floor.
    

    

    
      "Second Brother!"
    

    

    
      Cao Jiahui, seeing his sworn brother defeated in one move, was both shocked and furious. 
    

    

    
      Afraid Chen Ming would take the chance to kill him, he struck immediately. 
    

    

    
      A dagger in hand, he lunged toward Chen Ming’s ribs.
    

    

    
      This attack targeted a critical point—ruthless and precise.
    

    

    
      Hmph!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming let out a cold snort and retreated swiftly, evading the deadly strike.
    

    

    
      With true qi surging, the longsword rang out as it finally unsheathed. A move of Fire Dances Across the Plains erupted, his sword momentum engulfing Cao Jiahui entirely.
    

    

    
      But Cao Jiahui was no ordinary opponent. Among dozens of sword shadows, he precisely pinpointed the real blade and jabbed his dagger forward, the tip striking the longsword.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The longsword was deflected, and Chen Ming staggered back several steps.
    

    

    
      Cao Jiahui sneered, knowing this kid’s weakness—his true qi wasn’t strong enough—
    

    

    
      Wait!
    

    

    
      His face suddenly changed drastically. He felt wisps of flame-like true qi invade his meridians through his palm.
    

    

    
      "This kind of true qi—Peerless Divine Art?"
    

    

    
      Cao Jiahui was struck with terror. In a flash, he hurled his dagger and vanished.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming tilted his body, dodging the flying dagger, and turned around—only to find the man already gone.
    

    

    
      He froze. "He actually ran off just like that?"
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV48 enemy and gained 5500 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Since he gained the experience, he naturally didn’t pursue. But he was puzzled—this man’s true qi was clearly far stronger than his. Why did he flee?
    

    

    
      Then, Chen Ming looked at Jin Jianxiong, who lay on the ground, staring at him in fear, and asked, "Why did he run?"
    

    

    
      Already seriously injured, Jin Jianxiong was so infuriated by the question that he spat a mouthful of blood on the spot.
    

    

    
      Killing the body was one thing—this was cutting into the heart!
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      Chen Ming looked at the unconscious Jin Jianxiong and fell into deep thought. Was it that they were too weak, or was he too strong?
    

    

    
      So far, he had faced three Sixth Grade martial artists. 
    

    

    
      Before his sword techniques could even be fully displayed, one had admitted defeat, one had collapsed, and another had turned to flee.
    

    

    
      Something felt off.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but recall what Zhou Weihao had told him earlier about the classification of cultivation methods, and he muttered to himself, "Could it be that the difference between a Peerless Divine Art and a third-rate cultivation method is actually this vast?"
    

    

    
      Upon further thought, the fact that Gao Mingchuan, Jin Jianxiong, and Cao Jiahui hadn’t managed to break through to Fifth Grade at their age was very likely due to limitations of their cultivation methods.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao had mentioned that the worst cultivation methods were third-rate, but that didn’t mean there weren’t worse ones. 
    

    

    
      What the three of them cultivated were likely techniques that couldn’t even reach Fourth Grade—utterly substandard methods.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly understood the crux of the matter.
    

    

    
      The true qi of a Peerless Divine Art not only dealt physical damage but also carried magical damage. 
    

    

    
      Those substandard techniques didn’t even offer magical resistance, so once they exchanged blows with him, they couldn’t withstand it for long.
    

    

    
      So, fundamentally, the three Sixth Grades were simply too weak.
    

    

    
      Had it been a Sixth Grade from an aristocratic family, the outcome wouldn’t have been so pathetic.
    

    

    
      "Looks like the fact that I possess a Peerless Divine Art won’t stay hidden for much longer."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself.
    

    

    
      Of course, this kind of thing was never easy to keep secret. Unless he never fought anyone.
    

    

    
      Besides, with the rate at which he improved—far beyond the norm—even a fool could guess that he had some sort of secret.
    

    

    
      This was also why he didn’t want to go to Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Rui, having heard the fighting was over, rushed over. 
    

    

    
      Seeing his younger brother standing there unharmed, he finally breathed a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      He didn’t ask why the fight broke out and instead focused on what to do next.
    

    

    
      He asked, "What should we do with this man?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought for a moment and said, "Send two people to take him back. His home is located..."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui suddenly dismissed the attendants and pulled his younger brother aside, whispering, "Just letting him go like this—won’t that cause problems later? Should we..."
    

    

    
      He made a hand gesture of a knife slicing down.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised. He truly hadn’t expected his elder brother to say such a thing. He couldn’t help but stare at him for a while, feeling a mix of emotions.
    

    

    
      On the one hand, he was gratified by his brother’s growth.
    

    

    
      On the other hand, seeing his once kind and compassionate brother becoming colder and more ruthless made him feel a bit sorrowful.
    

    

    
      He said, "No need. It was just a sparring match. There’s no deep grudge or hatred."
    

    

    
      After he said that, he clearly saw the "unconscious" Jin Jianxiong’s tense body relax, but he didn’t expose him.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui, seeing that, nodded and went to call someone over.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      This was merely a small episode and didn’t affect Chen Ming much. 
    

    

    
      After the man was sent off, he resumed his routine—eating when it was time to eat, reading when it was time to read.
    

    

    
      Until the moon hung high in the sky, Chen Ming told Chunxiang and Xiaxiang to rest and sat alone by the window, reading a book titled 《Eastern Sea Travels》.
    

    

    
      The book described the customs and cultures of the many island nations across the Eastern Sea.
    

    

    
      He was engrossed when his ears suddenly twitched, and he called out alertly, "Who’s there?"
    

    

    
      "It’s me."
    

    

    
      Outside the courtyard, a figure flipped over the wall and entered. 
    

    

    
      The voice was very familiar.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately recognized him and said in surprise, "Brother Deng?"
    

    

    
      It was Deng Ziyang.
    

    

    
      He went over to open the door and let Deng Ziyang in, asking curiously, "Why didn’t you come through the main gate?"
    

    

    
      Climbing the wall in the dead of night was reckless. Deng Ziyang wasn’t someone who did things without reason—he must have had a reason.
    

    

    
      Tonight, Deng Ziyang looked different from usual—his expression was stern, and he was dressed in night attire, clearly trying not to be recognized.
    

    

    
      He asked an odd question, "Brother Chen, do you trust me?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned serious as well and answered without hesitation, "I do."
    

    

    
      "Good. Someone’s planning to harm you. Be cautious when you go out these days. Don’t ask where this information came from. When the time is right, I’ll tell you."
    

    

    
      After saying this in one breath, Deng Ziyang instinctively glanced around, then lowered his voice further, "Don’t mention that I came to see you tonight. I have to go."
    

    

    
      Then he left just like that.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t stop him or ask more questions. His expression simply grew more somber.
    

    

    
      In truth, ever since Deng Ziyang had resigned from the Six Doors Authority and said he wanted to roam the martial world, upon his return, Chen Ming noticed many changes in him. It was as if he was carrying many secrets and had become much more reserved.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming never asked—just like how Deng Ziyang had never questioned his secrets before.
    

    

    
      He could feel Deng Ziyang was deliberately distancing himself, as if a rift had formed between them, and they were no longer as close as before.
    

    

    
      He had experienced this before in his past life—friends who were once close in middle school would gradually lose contact after entering university.
    

    

    
      But tonight, with Deng Ziyang sneaking into his home to warn him of danger, he realized Deng Ziyang might have been distancing himself just to avoid dragging him into trouble.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat at the window, thinking for a long time. He never picked up that half-read book on the table again, not until the oil lamp extinguished on its own.
    

    

    
      In the end, he opened the panel and allocated all experience points to the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》.
    

    

    
      Since danger was looming, it was only natural to first increase his strength.
    

    

    
      [Level: 41]
    

    

    
      [Current Points: 0]
    

    

    
      [Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level, Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Ninth Level, Perfected), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 (First Level, 36999/100000)]
    

    

    
      [Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastered), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastered), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastered), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastered), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Proficient 91321/200000)]
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The next morning, as Chen Ming stepped out, he told the coachman, "To the Six Doors Authority."
    

    

    
      Wang Mingkai, who was accompanying him and not one to keep secrets, immediately asked, "Senior Brother, what are we going to the Six Doors Authority for?"
    

    

    
      「"To hire a bodyguard."」
    

    

    
      「"A bodyguard?"」
    

    

    
      She was clearly cultivating an extremely advanced technique. 
    

    

    
      Judging by her age, just over thirty, to already have the cultivation of a Fourth Grade Martial Artist—her talent was astonishing.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan had said that this Lady Du was expected to reach Third Grade within ten years. By then, she would be qualified to govern a region.
    

    

    
      In any organization, high-level combat power was always scarce. Even within the Six Doors Authority, the advancement path of a Third Grade Expert would never be obstructed. 
    

    

    
      As long as one attained the strength of Third Grade, they would be granted the corresponding official rank.
    

    

    
      At that time, being dispatched to govern a county would make her the highest official in that region—ruling with full authority over life and death.
    

    

    
      Soon, waves of people came to register.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no time to think further and began harvesting experience points. Although each person only provided forty points, the sheer number made up for it.
    

    

    
      Today, even more people came than yesterday.
    

    

    
      Before long, he heard a familiar name, "Gao Chenghao." It was the grandson of Gao Mingchuan. This person’s strength was quite good—Level 34—and provided him with 400 experience points.
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, the sons of Jin Jianxiong and Cao Jiahui also came.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming kept his word and let them pass, each receiving a number token.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In a flash, the day passed, and night began to fall.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue had sat there the whole day, not moving an inch, eating no food, drinking no water, like a rock. Such willpower greatly impressed Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t have done it himself.
    

    

    
      Only when it ended, and Chen Ming called for her to leave, did she open her eyes, stand up, and return to the carriage with him.
    

    

    
      After a while, Du Caiyue suddenly spoke. "What’s the point of doing all this?"
    

    

    
      This line showed that while she had been training, she had also been paying attention to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and replied, "To Lady Du, perhaps this means nothing. But to me, it is quite significant."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue looked at him coldly, waiting for an explanation.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pushed open the carriage window and watched the trees flying past outside, then slowly said, "Perhaps you don’t know, but when I first began learning martial arts, I couldn’t grasp the basics. Back then, it was Sun Shicai who taught me. He deemed me talentless and gave up on me. Because of that, I wasted years.
    

    

    
      "It wasn’t until I was twenty and returned to the Huo Residence to serve as a sparring partner for new students that I began exchanging moves with others, gradually grasping the mysteries of the martial path and making progress.
    

    

    
      "I believe there are many like me in this world—people learning martial arts who struggle early on. So I do what I can to help young ones, spending time guiding them on the martial path.
    

    

    
      "Now I’m doing the same thing. I want those with talent and determination, though lacking cultivation, to not be overlooked. I want them to find worthy teachers. That’s all."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue sneered coldly. "You think they’ll be grateful to you? If they really join the discipleship of those two Third Grade Experts, they’ll step all over you the first chance they get."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied calmly, "If one only does something for the sake of being thanked, then they shouldn’t do it. Helping them—what does that have to do with them?"
    

    

    
      That sentence made Du Caiyue stare at him deeply. Her sneer faded, and her expression turned serious. "I will urge Yan’er to stay far away from you. People like you—either you're a truly righteous and compassionate gentleman, or you're a cunning villain pretending to be one."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Indeed, women in their thirties were hard to fool. Total waste of words.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had merely made up an excuse to hide the truth about his system, but he hadn’t expected to be judged like this.
    

    

    
      He was about to speak when he suddenly noticed Du Caiyue’s sharp gaze warning him.
    

    

    
      What did that mean?
    

    

    
      Though puzzled, Chen Ming cooperated by staying silent.
    

    

    
      It was eerily quiet all around.
    

    

    
      Even the wind had stopped.
    

    

    
      His heart tightened as he realized something and warned, "Mingkai, be careful!"
    

    

    
      Just then, with two piercing neighs, the carriage overturned.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reacted instantly, breaking through the window and landing on the ground. 
    

    

    
      He saw seven or eight black-clad figures emerging from the surrounding woods, encircling him.
    

    

    
      These men had their faces covered, only their blood-red eyes showing.
    

    

    
      One of them spoke in a hoarse voice, "This is the one the Demon Heir personally named. Remember, capture him alive."
    

    

    
      Demon Heir?
    

    

    
      What kind of thing was that?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gripped his sword tightly, his face grave, joining up with Wang Mingkai who had just dismounted.
    

    

    
      "You’ve got the wrong person, haven’t you? I, Chen, bear no grudges with any of you. Why ambush me here?"
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he had already allocated all the experience points he gained today into his cultivation.
    

    

    
      Over four thousand points in total.
    

    

    
      【Level: 42】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 0】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level, Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Ninth Level, Perfected), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 (First Level, 79652/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastered), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastered), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastered), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastered), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Proficient 91321/200000)】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt like magma had exploded within him. His body trembled uncontrollably, and his skin visibly turned red.
    

    

    
      That sinister man earlier now hissed, "Ask the King of Hell in the afterlife. Attack!"
    

    

    
      All eight black-clad men lunged at once.
    

    

    
      "They’re all Sixth Grade!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart sank. 
    

    

    
      Just from their movement techniques, he could judge their strength.
    

    

    
      Sending eight Sixth Grade Martial Artists against him—they were really overestimating him!
    

    

    
      At that moment, he had no time to think about Du Caiyue still in the carriage. Facing eight enemies, there was no room for distraction.
    

    

    
      The only one he could trust was the sword in his hand!
    

    

    
      In a flash, the two fastest enemies closed in. He could even see the madness and hunger in their bloodshot eyes.
    

    

    
      Like two starving wolves.
    

    

    
      At this time, the surging true qi in his body hadn’t fully settled. He forcibly drew on his qi and swept his long sword outward, using a move called "Blazing Stream Strikes the Sky," slashing at the two in front.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      His long sword deflected one enemy’s blade and pierced the chest of the other.
    

    

    
      At the same time, his shoulder was slashed.
    

    

    
      "Ah!"
    

    

    
      From the side came Wang Mingkai’s tragic scream.
    

    

    
      Just one clash, and he was already dead.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming steeled himself and focused completely.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV40 enemy. Gained 20000 experience points】
    

    

    
      "Add points!"
    

    

    
      He didn’t bother checking how much experience he had—he directly invested it into the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》.
    

    

    
      As soon as he did, his head exploded with insight.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming forced himself to stay alert and swung again, unleashing "Blazing Soul Binds the Dragon," blocking the third and fourth enemies’ strikes, and then threw a swift, ruthless kick.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      That kick, infused with all his true qi, sent the second enemy flying.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV40 enemy. Gained 20000 experience points】
    

    

    
      A one-hit kill!
    

    

    
      At the same time, the fifth enemy arrived and slashed his back, searing pain erupting.
    

    

    
      "More points!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming roared and immediately poured the newly gained experience into the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 again.
    

    

    
      In that moment, he felt his brain explode with the sudden influx of sword comprehension.
    

    

    
      His eyes turned red—he looked utterly deranged.
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      Chapter 103: You Should Thank Me
    

    

    
      Blood Demon Sect?
    

    

    
      When Du Caiyue saw the blood-red eyes of those black-clad men surrounding and attacking Chen Ming, she was simply overjoyed.
    

    

    
      It truly was like searching high and low only to find it effortlessly.
    

    

    
      For the past few months, the entire Six Doors Authority of Qingfeng City had been searching for members of the Blood Demon Sect, yet they had found nothing. And now, these people actually appeared before her voluntarily.
    

    

    
      A colossal merit had simply fallen into her hands.
    

    

    
      However, Du Caiyue did not act immediately, but patiently observed.
    

    

    
      Blood-red eyes meant that this was merely a group of "Blood Slaves", who had little rationality left. 
    

    

    
      The one truly controlling these Blood Slaves was the actual disciple of the Blood Demon Sect, still hiding in the shadows.
    

    

    
      Anyway, these Blood Slaves had mentioned capturing him alive earlier, so Chen Ming’s life was not in danger.
    

    

    
      Letting him suffer a bit might be a good thing.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue suppressed her aura while scanning every possible hiding spot around her.
    

    

    
      After a moment, she suddenly sensed something was wrong.
    

    

    
      Those eight fearless Blood Slaves attacked together, yet had failed to subdue Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      On the contrary, several of them had already been killed by him.
    

    

    
      In just a few breaths’ time, four Blood Slaves were down. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had sustained a few wounds, seemingly serious, but they were merely superficial.
    

    

    
      He fought more fiercely as the battle went on, cutting off another Blood Slave’s head with a single sword strike, bathed in blood, like a war god.
    

    

    
      This—
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue was stunned, her jaw nearly dropping."This... how... is this possible?"
    

    

    
      Blood Slaves were not easy to deal with. Though lacking reason, they were fearless and relentless. 
    

    

    
      The most troublesome part was the Blood Demon True Qi within them—filthy to the extreme, comparable to poison techniques. 
    

    

    
      Once it invaded the meridians, it was extremely hard to expel.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had only broken through to Sixth Grade a few months ago, yet under siege from eight Sixth Grade Blood Slaves, he had already slain five.
    

    

    
      Had she not seen it with her own eyes, she would never have believed it.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming unleashed another sword technique, Du Caiyue's gaze narrowed slightly. 
    

    

    
      That strike actually enveloped all the vital spots of three Blood Slaves simultaneously.
    

    

    
      Such refined swordsmanship, such deep attainment—it left her in awe.
    

    

    
      Three flashes of blood light streaked past.
    

    

    
      The last three Blood Slaves were struck simultaneously, each developing three bloody holes in their bodies, collapsing with a thud.
    

    

    
      "It’s a Pure Yang technique!"
    

    

    
      In Du Caiyue’s mind, it was as if a bolt of lightning struck through."Could it be—"
    

    

    
      A name flashed through her mind.
    

    

    
      《Blazing Sun Divine Art》!
    

    

    
      So that’s it!
    

    

    
      No wonder...
    

    

    
      "What a sword technique!"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a voice of admiration rang out, followed by wild laughter."Hahaha... from now on, it’s mine!"
    

    

    
      Got you!
    

    

    
      A glint of cold light flashed through Du Caiyue’s eyes as she finally locked onto the opponent’s location. 
    

    

    
      With a loud bang, the carriage shattered into pieces, and her figure turned into a shadow, pouncing toward a large tree.
    

    

    
      "Fourth Grade—"
    

    

    
      The voice from before turned to one of alarm and fury, letting out a sharp cry."Du Caiyue, why are you here—No—"
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming had killed all the enemies in front of him, a torrent of immense memories surged forth, Level upon Level, drowning out his last bit of rationality.
    

    

    
      By the time he came to his senses, he saw Du Caiyue standing not far away, with someone lying at her feet, observing him with a strange look in her eyes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming ignored her and first checked his injuries.
    

    

    
      One cut on his shoulder, another on his back, one on his thigh, and one on his calf—four in total.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t due to being outnumbered. 
    

    

    
      In reality, those eight had little coordination; at most, only two or three could strike at him at once.
    

    

    
      His injuries were because his sword technique wasn’t proficient enough in the beginning.
    

    

    
      After killing a few, he had allocated his experience points into the《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》, raising his swordsmanship by several levels. 
    

    

    
      When he killed the final three, it had become quite effortless.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, all the wounds had already stopped bleeding. Judging by how they felt, there were no signs of poisoning.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened the panel for another look.
    

    

    
      【Level: 42】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 60000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level - Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Ninth Level - Perfected), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 (First Level 79652/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastered), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastered), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastered), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastered), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Proficient 191321/200000)】
    

    

    
      "That means, killing a Level 40 enemy yields twenty thousand experience points."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly calculated the result.
    

    

    
      In just a short moment, he had reaped one hundred sixty thousand experience points.
    

    

    
      "Killing still grants experience the fastest."
    

    

    
      He sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      Just then, Du Caiyue’s voice entered his ears."First time killing someone?"
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming look at her and questioned,"Why didn’t you protect me earlier?"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue replied flatly,"You should be thanking me. That battle just now will benefit you for a lifetime. If you hadn’t been pushed to the brink of death, your swordsmanship wouldn’t have improved so much."
    

    

    
      You thought I was going all out?
    

    

    
      Actually, I was allocating points.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming complained inwardly, not wanting to dwell on it further. He looked at the man lying on the ground and asked,"Who is this person?"
    

    

    
      "A true disciple of the Blood Demon Sect. Those eight Blood Slaves were all under his control."
    

    

    
      "Blood Slaves?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s gaze turned sharp.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue patiently explained,"When the Blood Demon Sect refines Human Pills, the residue is made into Blood Pills. These Blood Pills look exactly like Human Pills on the outside, but their effects are far inferior, with severe side effects. Take too many, and it will erode the mind. The Blood Demon Sect uses secret techniques to control these people—those are Blood Slaves. Normally, they appear no different from ordinary people, but when activating their energy, their eyes turn blood-red."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was greatly shocked after hearing this. 
    

    

    
      After several hundred years, these secrets about the Blood Demon Sect were likely only known to the Six Doors Authority and the top powers.
    

    

    
      Previously, he had asked Zhuang Xiaotian to investigate the Cult of Eternal Life, but hadn’t uncovered any of this information.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue tore off the man’s mask and asked,"Do you recognize this person?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked carefully for a moment. The man appeared to be around thirty, pale-faced and beardless, completely unfamiliar. He shook his head and said,"Never seen him."
    

    

    
      "Then why did he ambush you?"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue scrutinized him up and down."And you even knew in advance that someone wanted to harm you, which is why you came to me for protection."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled bitterly."If I had known the ones ambushing me were from the Cult of Eternal Life, I definitely wouldn’t have taken the risk of leaving the city."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue was not so easily fooled. She asked directly,"So, how did you know someone wanted to harm you?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said,"If I said it was intuition, would you believe me, ma’am?"
    

    

    
      Intuition?
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue believed some people had keen intuition. But just based on that, to use up the favor of a Fourth Grade expert, and someone from the Six Doors Authority at that? Who was he trying to fool?
    

    

    
      Just then, the sound of hoofbeats came. 
    

    

    
      Around twenty or thirty riders galloped toward them, all dressed in black—the Six Doors Authority. But their movements were agile, unlike typical Ninth Grade fighters.
    

    

    
      As they approached, everyone reined in their horses and rushed to Du Caiyue, kneeling on one knee."Lord Du!"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue ordered,"Take all eight bodies back and identify each one. Quickly!"
    

    

    
      "Yes, ma’am."
    

    

    
      "Also, leave behind five horses."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      The black-clad men took the bodies and departed at once.
    

    

    
      Only then did Du Caiyue say to Chen Ming,"Let’s go."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked over to the carriage. Aside from the corpses of two horses, the coachman’s body also lay nearby. He lifted the coachman’s corpse and placed it on a horse.
    

    

    
      Then he walked over to Zhang Mingkai’s body, feeling a bit heavy-hearted.
    

    

    
      That blunt and straightforward man had actually suited his taste. 
    

    

    
      That’s why he liked to bring him everywhere. 
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought he’d end up getting him killed.
    

    

    
      There were already few honest people in this world, and now there was one less.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up Zhang Mingkai’s body and placed it in the carriage, tying it down with rope so it wouldn’t fall out during the journey.
    

    

    
      Throughout the entire process, Du Caiyue simply watched quietly, without interrupting.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      By the time the two arrived at the city gate, it was already closed.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Du Caiyue was a Fifth Grade Inspector, which convinced the gatekeepers to open the gate. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, they would have had to spend the night outside the city.
    

    

    
      Once inside, Du Caiyue brought the Blood Demon Sect disciple back to the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, on the other hand, led the two horses carrying the bodies back to Xiushui Street and knocked to open the door to his home.
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      Chapter 104: Heaven's Path Alliance
    

    

    
      Inside an interrogation room in a certain prison of the Six Doors Authority, Du Caiyue personally conducted the questioning of the Blood Demon Sect disciple. 
    

    

    
      As soon as torture began, the man screamed like a ghost and confessed everything.
    

    

    
      Not long after, Zhao Shouchang arrived upon hearing the news. His gaze fell on the man tied to the wall, his eyes sharp like lightning. "This man is a disciple of the Blood Demon Sect?"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue replied,"Yes."
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang stepped forward, grasped the man’s wrist, and sent a thread of true qi into him.
    

    

    
      That thread of true qi was incredibly overbearing, surging along the man’s meridians into his dantian. Then, Zhao Shouchang sensed that the true qi was assimilated. 
    

    

    
      A gleam of joy flashed in his eyes."Blood Demon True Qi! He is indeed a disciple of the Blood Demon Sect."
    

    

    
      He looked at Du Caiyue with appreciation."Caiyue, you’ve done a great job this time."
    

    

    
      With this Blood Demon Sect disciple, he could finally silence the critics. 
    

    

    
      Previously, when the two members of the Blood Demon Sect were rescued, many at the Six Doors Authority headquarters voiced discontent.
    

    

    
      He had been under immense pressure. If they still couldn’t capture anyone, the higher-ups would surely doubt his capability, affecting future promotions.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue said,"Capturing him was pure luck."
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang was curious how she had caught him."Oh? Where did you catch this man?"
    

    

    
      "Today, while I was on duty at the yamen, someone reported that Chen Ming was requesting an audience..."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue briefly recounted the events of the day.
    

    

    
      When Zhao Shouchang first heard the name Chen Ming, his expression didn’t change much. But when she mentioned that Chen Ming held a token and wanted Du Caiyue, a Fifth Grade Inspector, to provide him personal protection, his face turned visibly displeased.
    

    

    
      There was no need to guess; that token was definitely given by his daughter.
    

    

    
      Later, upon hearing that this Blood Demon Sect disciple ambushed Chen Ming outside the city, his eyes narrowed. He, too, realized that this was no ordinary matter.
    

    

    
      He asked in a deep voice,"Did you find out why he attacked that kid?"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue didn’t mention how Chen Ming had unleashed divine might and killed eight Sixth Grade blood slaves. She simply skipped that part.
    

    

    
      She picked up the interrogation record nearby."We did. Here’s the testimony."
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang quickly flipped through it and soon saw a certain section. Half surprised, half enlightened, he said,"Peerless Divine Art? No wonder..."
    

    

    
      According to the testimony, this Blood Demon Sect disciple had learned that Chen Ming was cultivating a Peerless Divine Art, which was why he targeted him.
    

    

    
      Members of the Blood Demon Sect enhanced themselves by devouring and plundering. They not only refined martial artists into"Human Pills"but also consumed their true qi.
    

    

    
      The stronger the martial artist, the more nourishing they were.
    

    

    
      As for Chen Ming cultivating a Peerless Divine Art, Zhao Shouchang wasn’t surprised. After all, the kid had a rather unusual relationship with a certain person from the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang asked,"Do you know what cultivation method that kid practices?"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue shook her head."I could only tell that his true qi is extremely firm and masculine. As for which school, I don’t know."
    

    

    
      There were still quite a few pure yang cultivation methods in this world.
    

    

    
      Firm and masculine?
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang was puzzled. He knew the origins of Shang Jianfei, and the Qinghe Sword Sect didn’t possess such a cultivation method...
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a thought struck him. He understood Shang Jianfei’s intention—it was to hide the fact that the kid was related to the Qinghe Sword Sect.
    

    

    
      Although Peerless Divine Arts were rare, for a supreme expert who had already surpassed First Grade, they weren’t that difficult to obtain.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang flipped through the testimony again."There’s actually a Demon Heir hiding in the city? We must dig him out. Start investigating from these clues. Arrest everyone who shelters the Blood Demon Sect."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue hesitated."Won’t that alert the enemy?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang replied,"That’s exactly what we want. Caiyue, understand this: the Blood Demon Sect fiends themselves are never hard to deal with. The difficult ones are the families and powers that shelter them. That’s why we must use an iron-fisted approach to deter those aristocratic families and sects. Anyone who dares to collude with the Blood Demon Sect—kill without mercy."
    

    

    
      These words were filled with killing intent. In one sentence, he had determined the fate of several families.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue solemnly acknowledged.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the Chen Residence, Chen Ming returned with two corpses, startling the entire household—especially upon seeing him drenched in blood. Eldest Sister-in-law Madam Wei nearly fainted from fright.
    

    

    
      "Mingkai!"
    

    

    
      Upon seeing Wang Mingkai’s body, Gu Junrong cried out in sorrow and clutched the corpse, sobbing bitterly.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui managed to stay calm."Er Lang, what exactly happened?"
    

    

    
      "Let’s talk inside."
    

    

    
      Once inside the courtyard, Chen Ming dismissed everyone else, leaving only his elder brother Chen Rui and Gu Junrong, who was grief-stricken over his friend’s death.
    

    

    
      "I was ambushed on the way back. Mingkai and Old Zhang... died because of me. Brother, make sure their funerals are grand. Also, send some money to their families..."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui immediately said,"Leave all that to me. Are you hurt? Let me take a look..."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he approached to unbutton his clothes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t resist."Just surface wounds, nothing serious."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui examined him thoroughly. Seeing no fatal injuries and that the bleeding had stopped, he finally felt relieved. He sent for some wound medicine while asking,"Who did this? Could it be related to last night...?"
    

    

    
      "Maybe. We’ll have to wait for the Six Doors Authority to investigate."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t tell them about the Blood Demon Sect. Even if they knew, they couldn’t help and would only worry needlessly.
    

    

    
      "Er Lang——"
    

    

    
      At this moment, Madam Wei, unable to stay at ease, came over. Upon entering the courtyard and seeing the flesh-rolled wound on Chen Ming’s shoulder, she froze, her eyes rolled back, and she fainted on the spot.
    

    

    
      The maid Xiaohong, who had followed behind, screamed in panic, utterly flustered.
    

    

    
      "What are you panicking for?"
    

    

    
      Chen Rui scolded,"Hurry and help the Madam back. Apply mind-clearing oil to her philtrum and temples. Quickly."
    

    

    
      Only then did Xiaohong regain her composure. She called two old maids over, and together, they carried Madam Wei away.
    

    

    
      Soon, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang brought back the wound medicine. Under Chen Rui’s direction, they applied the medicine to Chen Ming’s injury.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming let them treat his wounds. Looking at the dazed Gu Junrong, he said,"I remember Mingkai had two sons."
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong replied dully,"The eldest is nine, the youngest three. There’s also a twelve-year-old daughter..."
    

    

    
      "Look after them more often. If there’s any difficulty, let me know."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That night, for the Chen Residence, was destined to be a sleepless one.
    

    

    
      After waking up, Madam Wei cried her heart out, distressed over Er Lang’s injuries. Her daughter Chen Lirong, thinking Second Uncle had died, also wailed loudly, shouting"I don’t want Second Uncle to die..."
    

    

    
      The maids coaxed for half the night, but still couldn’t calm this little ancestor down.
    

    

    
      Beside him, Chen Lide had not gone to sleep either. He secretly got out of bed and started practicing the Iron Horse Stance, panting heavily until he was discovered by a young servant. What followed was another round of chaos.
    

    

    
      The little guy was also quite stubborn, refusing to listen no matter how others tried to persuade him.
    

    

    
      In the end, it was his father Chen Rui who heard the commotion and came over to subdue him.
    

    

    
      Then he returned to coax his wife and daughter. After the whole night, he couldn’t help but feel both mentally and physically exhausted.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next day, Chen Ming rode out on horseback. His injuries were no big deal—just surface wounds for a martial artist.
    

    

    
      Today and tomorrow were the last two days for registration. As long as he wasn’t too hurt to move, he wouldn’t miss it.
    

    

    
      As for the funeral matters of Wang Mingkai and the coachman, he left them to his brother to handle.
    

    

    
      The horse was borrowed from the Six Doors Authority yesterday, a total of three, which of course needed to be returned.
    

    

    
      He rode one horse while leading the other two. Soon, he arrived at the Six Doors Authority. After reporting his name, the gatekeeper warmly escorted him in, clearly having received prior instructions.
    

    

    
      It was still that same "Yingyue Hall".
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue had already changed into her official uniform, still carrying the scent of blood, her eyes sharp with killing intent."I can’t accompany you today—"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression just began to shift when he heard her next words."I’ve arranged for another expert to accompany you. Miss Su."
    

    

    
      A woman in white walked out from inside, her face covered by a white veil, a longsword on her back. Her steps floated with an ethereal air, untouched by worldly dust.
    

    

    
      Though her face was hidden, Chen Ming felt at first glance that she must be a great beauty.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue said,"For the next two days, she’ll protect you. I have urgent matters to attend to."
    

    

    
      With that, she left just like that.
    

    

    
      So unreliable!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cursed inwardly, but he had no other choice. He turned to the white-clad woman whose name and strength were both unknown and said,"Thank you, Miss Su."
    

    

    
      At least, this white-clad woman’s extraordinary aura suggested she wouldn’t be weak.
    

    

    
      Her clear eyes, as if they could see through hearts, looked directly at him."Why did the Blood Demon Sect attack you?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s tone was slightly low."I’d like to know that too."
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman withdrew her gaze."Let’s go."
    

    

    
      "May I ask your name?"
    

    

    
      Her tone was rather cold."You don’t need to know."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hit a wall and naturally wouldn’t embarrass himself again. He walked out, the white-clad woman following behind at a distance of two to three meters. She seemed to deliberately keep her distance.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Outside the Six Doors Authority, a carriage was already waiting. It was larger and more luxurious than Chen Ming’s.
    

    

    
      "Brother Chen, I heard you were ambushed by bandits last night. Are you alright?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan came down from the carriage upon seeing Chen Ming and ran toward him, only to suddenly spot the white-clad woman behind him. Her otherworldly demeanor stunned him on the spot.
    

    

    
      His eyes went wide as he stammered,"Th-this is..."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming introduced,"This is Miss Su."
    

    

    
      "Pleasure to meet you, Miss Su. I am Feng Siyuan of Guanglong Trading Company."
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman looked elsewhere, ignoring him completely.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was left hanging there, visibly awkward.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smoothed things over."Let’s talk inside. Miss Su, please."
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman boarded the carriage, followed by Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      When Feng Siyuan tried to get on, he seemed to hit an invisible wall of qi and bounced back. Refusing to believe it, he tried again, only to be thrown off once more.
    

    

    
      最⊥新⊥小⊥說⊥在⊥⊥⊥首⊥發！
    

    

    
      This time, he didn’t dare try again. Swallowing nervously, he said,"I-I won’t ride then. Brother Chen, you two go ahead."
    

    

    
      He had some experience and knew that to release true qi externally required at least Fourth Grade cultivation.
    

    

    
      Though he couldn’t see her face, just from her eyes he could tell she wasn’t very old—yet she was already Fourth Grade. Clearly, her status was anything but ordinary.
    

    

    
      In any case, not someone he could afford to offend.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was quite shocked."Brother Chen actually knows someone like that?"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Though Chen Ming didn’t know what trick the white-clad woman used to make Feng Siyuan back off, he knew it definitely had to do with her.
    

    

    
      "Looks like her strength is quite extraordinary."
    

    

    
      He was a bit curious—where had Du Caiyue found such an expert?
    

    

    
      There certainly weren’t such experts in Qingfeng City. Could she have come from Jiangzhou?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming speculated silently about her identity.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman sat across from him, eyes closed, an expression that clearly said “keep away”.
    

    

    
      And so, the journey passed in silence.
    

    

    
      Before long, the carriage left the city and arrived at Ten Li Pavilion.
    

    

    
      "Miss Su, we’re here."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming called out.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman didn’t move."I’ll wait in the carriage."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, of course, wouldn’t insist and dismounted alone. At this moment, the guards maintaining order and four account clerks had already arrived.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, he’d had the foresight yesterday to send them ahead. Otherwise, not many of them would’ve survived.
    

    

    
      "Second Young Master."
    

    

    
      "Second Young Master, we heard you were attacked by bandits yesterday. Are you alright?"
    

    

    
      Everyone greeted him, all with concerned expressions.
    

    

    
      "It’s nothing serious. Fortunately, the Six Doors Authority arrived in time and captured the culprits. Alright, let’s continue, don’t keep them waiting."
    

    

    
      With a brief explanation, Chen Ming returned to work mode.
    

    

    
      The ambush from yesterday had made him even more aware of the importance of strength.
    

    

    
      Others could not be relied on.
    

    

    
      How could he not guess that the reason Du Caiyue hadn’t acted at first was because she was worried about scaring away the Blood Demon Sect disciple hiding nearby?
    

    

    
      So, she watched as he was besieged by eight Blood Slaves.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood very clearly that even if those Blood Slaves had struck to kill from the start, Du Caiyue would most likely have stood by, letting him die.
    

    

    
      To Du Caiyue, capturing the Blood Demon Sect disciple was the most important thing. As for his little life, it was of no consequence to her.
    

    

    
      How could a promise compare to such a tremendous contribution?
    

    

    
      As for this mysterious Miss Su, she had clearly also come for the Blood Demon Sect members.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t want to entrust his life and death to others anymore.
    

    

    
      Improving his own strength was the right path.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Around noon, Feng Siyuan personally came over, bringing plenty of good dishes. During mealtime, registration naturally paused until after the meal.
    

    

    
      As soon as Feng Siyuan entered and saw the white-clad woman wasn’t there, a flash of disappointment passed through his eyes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming feigned ignorance and asked,"Why did you come in person? You could’ve just sent someone."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan asked quietly,"What happened with the attack last night?"
    

    

    
      "I’m not sure either. Maybe it was one of my enemies."
    

    

    
      "Do you know that last night, Inspector Du and Inspector Li arrested several families, entire households—all of whom are prominent names in the city? Among them were Jin Jianxiong’s family and Cao Jiahui’s family."
    

    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a bit surprised. So, it really did seem his ambush had something to do with Jin Jianxiong and Cao Jiahui. Those two families were actually colluding with the Blood Demon Sect.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan kept his eyes on Chen Ming and continued,"They say misfortune should not extend to families, but for the Six Doors Authority to arrest whole families, there must be an enormous case. Yet the Six Doors Authority hasn’t given an explanation, and it’s thrown the city into panic. No one knows if they’ll be the next to be arrested..."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said,"I think, if the Inspector dares to arrest people, he must be certain. As long as you have a clear conscience, there’s no need to fear."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Feng Siyuan could tell Chen Ming likely knew some inside details.
    

    

    
      And recalling that ethereal white-clad woman, he suddenly hesitated to ask further.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chen Ming changed the subject."Have the two seniors found any suitable candidates?"
    

    

    
      Each day, he would deliver one copy of the registration list to the two Third Grade Experts for them to personally review.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan smiled wryly,"Actually, they don’t want to accept disciples. If it weren’t for my father stepping in, they wouldn’t have agreed at all."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously,"Why don’t they want disciples? Don’t they want to pass on their supreme skills?"
    

    

    
      Most of the stories about the two Third Grade Experts were true. Their descendants hadn’t turned out well.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan explained,"The dangers of the sea aren’t something land-dwellers can understand. The two seniors have spent most of their lives at sea and have seen many tragic cases of disciples turning against their masters. That’s why they’ve been unwilling to take on disciples."
    

    

    
      "I see."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reminded,"If you still plan to hold these disciple selection tournaments in the future, you must cultivate those chosen with care. Let everyone witness their dramatic improvement. That’s the only way to attract more young talent."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan naturally understood this logic."Don’t worry. Even if the two seniors won’t teach them, I’ll ask my father to pass on high-grade cultivation methods and martial techniques to them."
    

    

    
      After a while, Feng Siyuan left. As he departed, he kept looking at the luxurious carriage parked at the side, his eyes reluctant.
    

    

    
      Clearly, he had guessed the white-clad woman was inside the carriage.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      By evening, that day’s registration ended.
    

    

    
      Just like yesterday, Chen Ming had the guards escort the four account clerks ahead first.
    

    

    
      He boarded his own carriage and saw the white-clad woman sitting motionless, in the same posture as before—as if she had never moved at all.
    

    

    
      The journey back was uneventful.
    

    

    
      In truth, even if the Blood Demon Sect were foolish, they wouldn’t attack again the very next day after already losing a man.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was just being cautious.
    

    

    
      As the carriage passed through the city gates, the white-clad woman suddenly spoke."This disciple selection event—is it meant to draw Blood Demon Sect disciples out to attack these people?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied,"Miss, you’re incredibly perceptive. Spot on."
    

    

    
      A trace of anger flashed in the white-clad woman’s clear and deep eyes."Have you ever considered that this might get a lot of people killed?"
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened his mouth but didn’t know what to say.
    

    

    
      To think he’d encounter a saintly woman in this world!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a spark of realization flashed in his mind—he guessed her identity. She was a disciple of Heaven's Path Alliance!
    

    

    
      No wonder!
    

    

    
      He explained,"Miss Su, you’re blaming the wrong person. How could someone like me, a mere Sixth Grade, have any say in this matter? I’m just following orders."
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman was stunned at first. Then the anger in her eyes vanished and turned into an apologetic expression. Her tone softened."Indeed, I wrongly accused you."
    

    

    
      Her quick admission of fault made Chen Ming feel a little embarrassed. He also found it odd. 
    

    

    
      This disciple of Heaven's Path Alliance was far too naive and trusting.
    

    

    
      If she ran into a scheming, devious type, she might not even know how she died.
    

    

    
      No doubt, she had been tricked by Du Caiyue into protecting him.
    

    

    
      In the martial world, strength was naturally the top priority. But being too trusting would surely lead to a bad end.
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      Chapter 105: Farewell Talk
    

    

    
      When the carriage stopped at the gate of the Chen Residence, the woman in white said,"Tomorrow morning, I will come to find you."
    

    

    

    
      "Miss Su, please wait a moment."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming called out to her. Facing her deep gaze, he said sincerely,"What if people from the Blood Demon Sect attack my family during the night? What then?"
    

    

    
      The woman in white said faintly,"The first rule of our sect: separation between men and women. Unless absolutely necessary, one must keep a distance from men. Master said, men in this world are mostly lustful and often act upon their desires at the sight of beauty. If a man invites me to spend the night at his home, he surely harbors ill intent and can be killed."
    

    

    
      After speaking, she got off the carriage.
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned by the killing intent she had just emitted. It was only after she walked away that he came to his senses. 
    

    

    
      Well, this was what you’d call the opposite of what he intended.
    

    

    
      He had originally wanted to get closer to her, but instead, she misunderstood him.
    

    

    
      Heaven could testify—he really had no improper thoughts toward her.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but sigh. He always felt that her master harbored deep malice toward men. 
    

    

    
      This way of teaching could easily drive someone into a split personality.
    

    

    
      On one hand, she acted like a saint, caring about the life and death of unrelated people.
    

    

    
      On the other, she saw every man who approached her as harboring ill intent—wasn’t this a split?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That night, the Chen Residence remained calm as usual. 
    

    

    
      Nothing happened.
    

    

    
      After dawn, just as Chen Ming left through the main gate in a carriage, the woman in white got on board. 
    

    

    
      She was still dressed in pristine white, spotless.
    

    

    
      However, he noticed that a Level of frost had formed on the longsword she carried on her back.
    

    

    
      His heart stirred. Had she been guarding near his house the entire night?
    

    

    
      Then how did her clothes stay so clean? Not even a speck of dust or a single drop of water could be seen.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pondered this question all the way. 
    

    

    
      In the end, he thought of two possibilities. 
    

    

    
      One, the material of her clothing was special. Two, she had continuously protected herself with true qi.
    

    

    
      Along the way, the woman in white remained silent just like the day before.
    

    

    
      It seemed this was her usual manner of conduct.
    

    

    
      Disciples from prestigious sects were truly different—no need to concern themselves with social etiquette.
    

    

    
      Heaven's Path Alliance was currently the foremost among the nine great sects of the world, the most renowned, and the most surrounded by legends.
    

    

    
      It was said that the founding patriarch of Heaven's Path Alliance was the blood brother of the Great Jin Dynasty's founding emperor. 
    

    

    
      This was because the founding emperor trusted Heaven's Path Alliance too much.
    

    

    
      How much trust, exactly? 
    

    

    
      The founding emperor had once issued a decree granting disciples of Heaven's Path Alliance the authority to kill officials first and report later—it was simply outrageous.
    

    

    
      It meant all members of Heaven's Path Alliance were imperial envoys.
    

    

    
      Precisely because of this story, even after several hundred years, Heaven's Path Alliance still held a lofty prestige in the hearts of many commoners.
    

    

    
      But the tales about Heaven's Path Alliance were too numerous and too exaggerated, leaving him unsure of which were true and which were false.
    

    

    
      Now, with a disciple of Heaven's Path Alliance sitting right beside him, Chen Ming actually wanted to ask her—but… thinking of the killing intent in her eyes last night, he decided against it.
    

    

    
      Better not to cause another misunderstanding.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The final day of registration ended without incident.
    

    

    
      By the time the last person signed up, it was already completely dark.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, considerate of those who had lined up, insisted on waiting until everyone had registered before announcing the end.
    

    

    
      At this moment, his mood was one of both satisfaction and slight reluctance.
    

    

    
      After two months of preparation, he had finally harvested a massive wave of experience points—his strength would advance significantly again. But opportunities like this wouldn’t come around again any time soon.
    

    

    
      He opened the panel and took a look.
    

    

    
      【Level: 42】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 148765】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Perfected), 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 (Ninth Level Perfected), 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 (First Level 79652/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastered), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastered), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastered), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastered), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Proficient 191321/200000)】
    

    

    
      In the past two days, he had gained more than eighty-eight thousand experience points.
    

    

    
      If it hadn’t been for that special situation the day before yesterday, he would have gradually distributed the points over the course of a month or two, making his strength increase appear smoother and more reasonable.
    

    

    
      By now, night had completely fallen, and the city gates were shut. Without special circumstances, the city guards would not open the gates.
    

    

    
      This group could only spend the night outside the city.
    

    

    
      Because Chen Ming had just been ambushed the day before yesterday, everyone was still somewhat tense.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Miss Su, I deliberately delayed until this late to ensure we stayed outside the city. That way, if there are any Blood Demon Sect members lurking in the dark, they definitely wouldn’t miss such a chance."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming specially explained to the woman in white,"After tomorrow, I won’t be leaving the city again, so your protection will no longer be needed."
    

    

    
      The woman in white nodded, saying nothing.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also stepped out of the carriage and closed the door again.
    

    

    
      That night, many people couldn’t sleep until dawn.
    

    

    
      In the end, nothing happened.
    

    

    
      At daybreak, under Chen Ming’s lead, everyone returned to Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      Upon entering the gate, they each went back to their own homes.
    

    

    
      When the carriage reached the Chen Residence, the woman in white also got off. 
    

    

    
      Without saying a word, she floated away.
    

    

    
      She was the most elite sect disciple Chen Ming had come into contact with so far. 
    

    

    
      He had to admit, she was indeed different from ordinary disciples of prestigious sects. Though she wasn’t fond of small talk, she truly lacked any arrogance.
    

    

    
      That she would lower herself to come protect a nameless figure like him—this alone was something most people could not do.
    

    

    
      Even more admirable was that she had stood guard outside his house for a whole night.
    

    

    
      In this worldly and murky world, such a person could indeed be called a refreshing stream.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The end of registration marked the official beginning of the disciple selection assembly.
    

    

    
      Such an important event was unheard of for the people of Qingfeng City. Many flocked over to join the excitement, wanting to see what this disciple selection was really about.
    

    

    
      In no time, the event site was packed with people. Onlookers surrounded the riverbank so densely not even water could pass.
    

    

    
      Because of the crowd, nearly all of the Six Doors Authority mobilized to the riverside to maintain order.
    

    

    
      The one responsible for this assembly was a clerk from Guanglong Trading Company.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan had the charter written by Chen Ming in hand and had prepared a plan in advance, so everything proceeded without chaos—every detail arranged smoothly.
    

    

    
      Feng Youdao, worried about his son, came by to take a look. Seeing his son handle everything so competently, he couldn’t help but praise,"This Chen Erlang really is a rare talent."
    

    

    
      As a father, he was naturally clear on his own son’s level.
    

    

    
      Initially, Feng Youdao didn’t think this so-called martial assembly could be pulled off. Yet not only did it happen, it stirred up such a grand spectacle—far beyond his expectations.
    

    

    
      Naturally, he now regarded Chen Ming, the mastermind behind it all, with newfound respect.
    

    

    
      However, Feng Youdao was also puzzled. Chen Ming had racked his brain and gone out of his way, even leveraging personal favors to persuade Zhao Shouchang, and after finally pulling off such a grand event, he simply withdrew once it began.
    

    

    
      What was he aiming for?
    

    

    
      He gave so much yet received nothing in return. It was as if he did it just to help Guanglong Trading Company. Even a father wouldn’t help his own son like this with no thought of return, right?
    

    

    
      It was truly baffling.
    

    

    
      Feng Youdao looked at his son’s high-spirited demeanor but didn’t voice the doubts in his heart.
    

    

    
      So-called disciple selection assembly, in truth, was just a martial contest.
    

    

    
      Since ancient times, there had never been a definitive best in literature, but in martial arts, there could only be one. 
    

    

    
      No matter what kind of competition it was, there would always be people dissatisfied. So the fairest method—was to fight.
    

    

    
      Whoever won would become the disciple of a Third Grade Expert. 
    

    

    
      Simple, direct, and something the general public loved to see.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Outside the city, it was lively. Inside the city, things seemed quieter. 
    

    

    
      There were far fewer people on the streets.
    

    

    
      At the Chen Residence, in the rear courtyard.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat alone, reading in the courtyard, enjoying a rare moment of leisure. Chunxiang and Xiaxiang had been sent to the city outskirts to watch the excitement.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, his ears twitched. He looked up and saw a figure appear in the courtyard. Without surprise on his face, he called out,"Brother Deng."
    

    

    
      The visitor was none other than Deng Ziyang.
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Ming’s calm expression, Deng Ziyang asked,"You guessed I’d come?"
    

    

    
      "Just had a feeling." Chen Ming, as usual, picked up the gurgling kettle, brewed a cup of tea, and placed it across the table.
    

    

    
      He said,"Thank you for the warning, Brother Deng. Otherwise, I might already be dead."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang, just like before, sat on the stool across from him, took a sip of tea, and a faint smile tugged at his lips."I thought you’d tell the Six Doors Authority about it."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said solemnly,"You risked your life to warn me. How could I repay kindness with betrayal?"
    

    

    
      "Hahaha……" Deng Ziyang laughed heartily,"You really haven’t changed at all—still the same Chen Shixiong I knew."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming refilled his cup and said,"In my heart, you’re still the Brother Deng who waited for me outside the Huo Residence three years ago!"
    

    

    
      A trace of sadness appeared on Deng Ziyang’s face. "Shixiong, I’m leaving. This time, I may never return."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming lifted his tea with seriousness."I hope Brother Deng has a smooth journey and everything goes well."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s lips moved slightly, but in the end, he only said,"Take care of yourself."
    

    

    
      With that, he finished his tea, stood up, and left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched his figure disappear through the moon gate of the courtyard, feeling a bit melancholic. 
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang was the closest friend he had made since crossing over. 
    

    

    
      Now they were parting ways.
    

    

    
      Who knew if there would ever be another chance to meet again?
    

    

    
      In his heart, he silently thought,"It’s better not to meet again in the future."
    

    

    
      If they did, they might be enemies rather than friends.
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      Chapter 106: No Future
    

    

    
      On the open space by the riverbank, next to the arena, many sheds had been set up. These sheds were prepared for the prominent figures of the city.
    

    

    
      Naturally, these bigwigs were unwilling to squeeze in with others, and such arrangements were naturally very well received.
    

    

    
      For a time, being invited into a shed to watch the martial contest had become a symbol of status.
    

    

    
      Inside one of the sheds, there were only a few people. 
    

    

    
      At the very front, a woman in red clothes watched the match on the arena—noobs pecking at each other—and seemed to murmur to herself, "Truly unexpected, he actually managed to stir up such a storm. Yuer, your judgment isn’t bad."
    

    

    
      A woman behind her trembled upon hearing this, "Miss……"
    

    

    
      The others became as silent as cicadas in winter.
    

    

    
      They were all well aware of the temper of the woman in red. Whenever she began talking to herself, it meant she was angry. 
    

    

    
      And when she praised someone beside her, it was an even clearer sign that she had killing intent.
    

    

    
      The woman in red sneered, "What are you afraid of? Afraid I’ll kill him?"
    

    

    
      The woman in green behind her dropped to her knees with a thud and pleaded, "Miss, I beg you to spare his life——"
    

    

    
      A trace of anger flashed in the eyes of the woman in red. "Spineless. You’re actually begging me for a man?"
    

    

    
      The woman in green wept even more bitterly, "Miss, you promised not to kill him……"
    

    

    
      "Get up!"
    

    

    
      The woman in red looked like she hated iron for not becoming steel, and scolded, "When did I ever say I’d kill him? Look at yourself now. Just what kind of spell has he cast on you?"
    

    

    
      The woman in green finally stood up, remained silent, lowered her head, and quietly wiped away her tears.
    

    

    
      She knew that when Miss gave her word, she would never go back on it. 
    

    

    
      Since she said she wouldn’t kill Chen Ming, then she definitely wouldn’t make a move.
    

    

    
      At this moment, a middle-aged man in the garb of a scholar tried to smooth things over, "Master, this boy’s strength is meager, it poses no threat to the bigger picture. What needs to be considered now is that failing to drive Zhao Shouchang away this time, it might become even harder in the future."
    

    

    
      The woman in red snorted and said with a gloomy expression, "The Blood Demon Sect is full of idiots. No wonder that for thousands of years, every time the Cult of Eternal Life stirred up such grand momentum, they still failed to accomplish anything. They can’t even keep their own subordinates in line."
    

    

    
      "Now, I fear that the Demon Heir has already been targeted by Zhao Shouchang. Should we……"
    

    

    
      "Such a fool isn’t worth the effort to save."
    

    

    
      "But if things go this way, Zhao Shouchang might earn more merits again, and it’ll be even harder to drive him away."
    

    

    
      "Let him earn merits then. I only fear his contribution won’t be enough."
    

    

    
      "Master means to say…… Brilliant!" The middle-aged scholar slapped the table in admiration. "Since we can’t get him demoted, then let him get promoted and transferred. Master’s plan is superb. Could it be that the whereabouts of that Demon Heir was also orchestrated by you……"
    

    

    
      The woman in red scowled, "Would I betray an ally? He’s just an idiot—his subordinates got caught and he still doesn’t know."
    

    

    
      At this point, the winner of the arena match had already been decided.
    

    

    
      The woman in red suddenly let out a sigh.
    

    

    
      No one else knew why she sighed.
    

    

    
      Only that middle-aged scholar seemed to guess something and asked, "Master, are you perhaps worried that the Seven Great Maritime Traders will absorb so many talents and grow vastly in strength?"
    

    

    
      The woman in red shook her head, then said somewhat ruefully, "I’m just wondering—why hadn’t anyone thought of such a simple method before?"
    

    

    
      The middle-aged scholar pondered, "It seems Master values that Chen Ming quite a bit. Do you wish to recruit him under your banner?"
    

    

    
      "Do you have a plan, sir?"
    

    

    
      "There are three plans—upper, middle, and lower. Which one would Master like to hear first?"
    

    

    
      The woman in red frowned slightly, as if recalling some unpleasant memory, and said, "Let’s hear the lower plan first."
    

    

    
      The scholar replied, "Master personally makes a move, abducts him and brings him aboard the ship, then threatens him with his family’s lives. That way, he won’t dare disobey."
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, the woman in red said, "Speak of the middle plan."
    

    

    
      "Find an intermediary to conduct a few transactions with the Chen Family’s medicine shop. Then report to the Six Doors Authority claiming that the Chen Family is colluding with pirates. Once he’s arrested, we find a way to rescue him. By then, Chen Ming would no longer have a foothold in Qingfeng City……"
    

    

    
      The woman in red was visibly tempted, but still shook her head, "His relationship with Zhao Shouchang’s daughter is far from ordinary. This plan might not work. What about the upper plan?"
    

    

    
      The scholar replied, "The upper plan is to have Master use a honey trap——"
    

    

    
      "Impudent!"
    

    

    
      Before he could finish, someone beside them shouted angrily, so furious it seemed like they might tear him apart.
    

    

    
      The scholar, however, remained unfazed. He merely offered strategies—whether or not to accept them was up to the Master.
    

    

    
      The woman in red glanced sideways at him and said indifferently, "He is not worthy yet."
    

    

    
      The middle-aged scholar said, "This subordinate can only come up with these three plans."
    

    

    
      In the end, the woman in red shook her head and said, "Forget it."
    

    

    
      She no longer brought up the matter.
    

    

    
      To her, a person like Chen Ming wasn’t worth exhausting her mind and resources to recruit.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, at the Gu Residence.
    

    

    
      It was Chen Ming’s first time visiting the top aristocratic family of Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      After entering through the main gate, he found the place empty and deserted, looking even more dilapidated than the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      "What are you doing here?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao saw him arrive and wore a stern face, obviously still angry over what happened a few days ago.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming held a jar of wine and smiled, "I’ve been busy with the martial competition these past few days and couldn’t visit Brother Weihao. Please forgive me."
    

    

    
      "I, Zhou, dare not accept such courtesy."
    

    

    
      "Looks like Brother Weihao really is angry. I’ll punish myself with three cups first."
    

    

    
      Three cups weren’t enough, so he drank three more.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao couldn’t bear to watch any longer and snatched the wine from his hands. "This wine is for me. Don’t drink it all yourself."
    

    

    
      "There’s plenty of wine. I’ll bring you a few more jars next time."
    

    

    
      After a few cups, the two resolved their past grievances.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said, "So, that disciple recruitment gathering was your doing. This matter caused a great stir throughout Jiangzhou. Even many of the guards in my household wanted to try their luck."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed, "I’m not that capable. I only borrowed the influence of the Guanglong Trading Company. That Guanglong Trading Company is truly something—effortlessly bringing in two Third Grade Experts."
    

    

    
      "The Seven Great Maritime Traders have kept a low profile for over twenty years, but their hidden strength is unfathomable. The number of Third Grade Experts they can mobilize surpasses even the Four Great Sects. If not for Senior Shang’s oath back then, the martial artists in Qingfeng City would not be in such decline now."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Did you visit Senior Shang this time around?"
    

    

    
      At the mention of this, Zhou Weihao’s expression turned solemn. "I did, but Senior Shang wouldn’t let me in. Has something happened during the time I’ve been away?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming frowned. "Something did happen—two months ago……"
    

    

    
      He explained the matter of Zhao Shouchang and the woman in red seeking out Shang Jianfei but omitted the part where Shang Jianfei passed him the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》.
    

    

    
      "Before that, Senior Shang had already told me not to go to him anymore."
    

    

    
      After hearing this, Zhou Weihao said with concern, "That’s bad. I fear the Six Doors Authority finally has the resources to make a move against Senior Shang."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly asked, "Why do you say that?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said, "According to my elders, the death of the Sea-Calming King must conceal a tremendous secret. He was the former emperor’s younger brother, of royal blood. His sudden death was hastily ruled by the Six Doors Authority as illness. Who would believe a First Grade Expert died of illness? Yet the former emperor accepted this explanation. After that, the Sea-Calming King's subordinates were either captured or killed by the Six Doors Authority, until they finally suffered a major loss at the hands of Senior Shang."
    

    

    
      He continued, growing more uneasy, "Senior Shang has been in seclusion at the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion for years. The Six Doors Authority surely knows this. The reason they haven’t acted is because they weren’t confident. Three years ago, another of their First Grade Experts broke through to the Divine Repository Realm. Now, I fear they’ll make a move."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, "Just what kind of secret could cause the death of a figure as prominent as the Sea-Calming King?"
    

    

    
      A secret even a First Grade royal descendant couldn’t protect—what could it be?
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao looked around, then whispered so only he could hear, "It’s said that when the Sea-Calming King killed that Pirate King, he obtained something—an artifact of the Eternal Life Emperor, the key to opening his tomb."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was shocked.
    

    

    
      The Eternal Life Emperor was a being clearly recorded in historical texts, said to have lived over a thousand years. Moreover, he didn’t die a natural death.
    

    

    
      After his passing, everyone searched for his tomb, for it was rumored that the secret to eternal life lay within it.
    

    

    
      For thousands of years, the world sought his tomb. To this day, there are claims that six tombs have been unearthed—but all turned out to be decoys.
    

    

    
      Legend had it that the Eternal Life Emperor built nine false tombs while alive, and only one was real.
    

    

    
      Each time one emerged, it led to a bloody storm.
    

    

    
      If the Sea-Calming King had obtained the secret to the Eternal Life Emperor’s tomb, then his sudden death would indeed make sense.
    

    

    
      How could even a First Grade expert guard such a secret?
    

    

    
      So, not only did the Sea-Calming King die, his trusted aides perished as well. Even a peak powerhouse like Shang Jianfei, above First Grade, had to hide in the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion. 
    

    

    
      In the end, even his sect was destroyed.
    

    

    
      No wonder Shang Jianfei wouldn’t teach him the techniques of the Qinghe Sword Sect, and even told him never to visit again.
    

    

    
      This was a secret that doomed all who touched it.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao warned, "Don’t go looking for Senior Shang again. If I’m right, there will be people from the Six Doors Authority watching."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grew concerned for him. "Then wouldn’t you be……"
    

    

    
      "No need to worry. My family’s deep ties with Senior Shang are well known to the Six Doors Authority."
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      As the competition progressed, more and more people were eliminated, and the public's enthusiasm surged. 
    

    

    
      Nearly the entire city was abuzz with discussions about the event.
    

    

    
      By the fifth day, fewer than thirty contestants remained. 
    

    

    
      By tomorrow, the final victor would be decided.
    

    

    
      "It’s just a bunch of lowly, third-rate martial artists fighting each other. What’s so entertaining about that?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao was baffled. 
    

    

    
      A few years ago in Jiangzhou, he had witnessed a battle between two Third Grade Experts, and even that hadn’t stirred up such a sensation.
    

    

    
      The moment one stepped outside, everyone was talking about it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming chuckled, "To ordinary commoners, battles between Sixth Grade Martial Artists and above are too fast to even see. Instead, they find the lower-grade fights more engaging."
    

    

    
      In truth, it was just like a talent show. How often did people in this era witness such a spectacle? 
    

    

    
      Naturally, an unprecedented passion erupted, infecting everyone else, turning it into something like a festival.
    

    

    
      Aristocratic youths like Zhou Weihao, of course, couldn’t understand. In the end, he chalked it up to the ignorance of the lower classes.
    

    

    
      The two of them were seated in a private room of the Drunken Immortal Tower, drinking and chatting idly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly asked, "Do you know about the Demon Heir of the Blood Demon Sect?"
    

    

    
      "Now you’re asking the right person." Zhou Weihao downed a cup of wine and said proudly, "When I went home this time, I specifically asked the elders about the Blood Demon Sect."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming poured him more wine. "Tell me in detail."
    

    

    
      "For thousands of years, the Cult of Eternal Life has been wiped out numerous times, yet it always manages to rise again. The secret lies in its inherited cultivation techniques. No one knows how the Cult of Eternal Life passes down its legacy. Even if all its disciples are slain, within decades—or at most, a few centuries—new inheritors always emerge.
    

    

    
      "Moreover, whenever the inheritors of the Cult of Eternal Life reappear, it’s usually not just one of them. Those who possess the cult’s demonic arts are known as Demon Heirs.
    

    

    
      "To gain power and divert attention, these Demon Heirs often spread their cultivation techniques, naturally forming their own factions.
    

    

    
      "Eventually, these Demon Heirs usually slaughter one another, leaving only one survivor. Once that person breaks through beyond First Grade, they become the Demon Lord of their era."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gained new insight. "So that’s how it is."
    

    

    
      As they were speaking, a loud boom suddenly resounded, the ground trembled, and even the wine on the table spilled.
    

    

    
      Startled, he asked, "What happened? An earthquake?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao exclaimed, "Not an earthquake—a Third Grade Expert made a move! It’s close by!"
    

    

    
      Third Grade?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression changed. 
    

    

    
      Was the destructive power of a Third Grade Expert really that terrifying?
    

    

    
      That sound just now was like a bomb exploding nearby.
    

    

    
      "Quick, let’s get out of here."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao smashed through the window and leapt in the opposite direction of the noise.
    

    

    
      When a Third Grade Expert struck, the farther one fled, the better.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reacted swiftly and followed suit.
    

    

    
      The two dashed across rooftops. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced back toward the source of the sound and vaguely saw a figure clad in green. 
    

    

    
      In the next moment, a dazzling sword light exploded.
    

    

    
      "Don’t look——"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao’s warning came too late. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt as if his eyes were pierced by that sword light. 
    

    

    
      A stabbing pain followed, and he couldn’t see anything.
    

    

    
      "You dare stare directly at the sword intent of a Third Grade Expert? Are you trying to die?"
    

    

    
      Why didn’t you say so earlier?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming tightly shut his eyes, no longer daring to open them. "Am I going blind?"
    

    

    
      "Fortunately, we were far enough away. Let’s leave this place first."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao dragged him along and fled.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until half an hour later that the pain in Chen Ming’s eyes began to subside. Still, he didn’t dare to open them. 
    

    

    
      Whenever he tried, a stabbing pain shot through, and tears streamed down.
    

    

    
      The good news was that his eyes were intact—he wasn’t blind.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao examined him and said, "Rest well for the next few days, and you should be fine. Remember this next time: when Third Grade Experts fight, run as far as you can—don’t even think of watching. If they’ve cultivated sword intent, a single glance could cost you your life."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spoke with lingering fear, "Are Third Grade Experts really this terrifying?"
    

    

    
      At the time, they were at least dozens of meters away, and just one glance nearly blinded him.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao patiently explained, "Not every Third Grade is like Lord Zhao, who has cultivated sword intent. People with such talent—maybe one in ten, if that."
    

    

    
      "How do you know it was Lord Zhao?"
    

    

    
      "In Qingfeng City, aside from Lord Zhao, what other Third Grade is there? I wonder what kind of person made him take action personally."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart stirred—he had a guess.
    

    

    
      The only one who could make Zhao Shouchang act personally was that Demon Heir from the Blood Demon Sect.
    

    

    
      That Demon Heir was truly well-hidden. 
    

    

    
      The Blood Demon Sect disciple had been captured seven or eight days ago, and only now had this one been found.
    

    

    
      Since this person had been hiding within Qingfeng City, their strength likely hadn’t exceeded Third Grade. 
    

    

    
      With Zhao Shouchang acting personally, there was no chance they would escape.
    

    

    
      From now on, he should be safe.
    

    

    
      No longer would he have to worry about being attacked by members of the Blood Demon Sect.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao personally escorted Chen Ming home, explained to his family how his eyes had been injured, and left without staying long.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui soon got the news and rushed home.
    

    

    
      After personally inspecting his younger brother’s eyes, he still wasn’t reassured and went out to fetch a physician himself.
    

    

    
      By the time he returned with the physician, it was nearly evening.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat on a chair, with Chunxiang and Xiaxiang attending to him closely.
    

    

    
      Though his eyes couldn’t see for now, his other senses were sharp. 
    

    

    
      After a brief adjustment, he didn’t feel much inconvenience.
    

    

    
      However, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang refused to leave him alone no matter what.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming simply let them be.
    

    

    
      Until he heard the sound of two people approaching—one was his elder brother Chen Rui, the other had firm, steady steps and was likely a martial artist.
    

    

    
      Then, he heard Chen Rui’s voice. "Doctor Wang, please check my younger brother’s eyes."
    

    

    
      "Mm."
    

    

    
      The other man responded, stepped forward, and carefully lifted Chen Ming’s eyelid to examine him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only make out a vague silhouette. 
    

    

    
      Judging by the roughness of the man’s fingers, he was likely no longer young.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui asked anxiously, "Doctor, how is it?"
    

    

    
      An aged voice responded, "It’s nothing serious. Send someone with me to fetch the medicine. Wrap it in a cloth strip, soak it in hot water, and apply it as a hot compress over his eyes twice daily. He will recover in just three days."
    

    

    
      "Many thanks, Doctor Wang."
    

    

    
      "No need to be so polite, Manager Chen. This old man will take his leave."
    

    

    
      "Uncle Tian, escort Doctor Wang back and bring the medicine."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Rui returned, Chen Ming casually asked, "Is this Doctor Wang highly skilled in medicine?"
    

    

    
      Chen Rui said, "Doctor Wang has been a long-time customer at our Medicine Shop. Most of his herbs come from us. Though he is highly skilled, his temper is eccentric. He charges only a small consultation fee when treating the poor, but demands a high price from the rich. Moreover, he never makes house calls."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming chuckled, "Yet you still managed to get him here. Must be your face holds weight."
    

    

    
      "A few months ago, a young master somehow heard of his medical skills and went to him for treatment. Later, when it came time to pay, he felt the consultation fee was too steep. In a fit of rage, he smashed Doctor Wang’s shop. I happened to be passing by, and stepped in to help."
    

    

    
      "So that’s how it was. Big Brother, you know plenty of doctors. Why choose him?"
    

    

    
      "Actually, many doctors have excellent skills, but in terms of medical ethics... I still trust him more."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui had been in the Medicine Shop business for many years. His main clients were doctors. He naturally knew which ones used quality herbs, and which had good medical ethics.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded. "Big Brother, you’ve really thought this through."
    

    

    
      Then it struck him—he had no shortage of enemies. 
    

    

    
      The Chen Family had risen too quickly, surely stepping on what once belonged to others. 
    

    

    
      There were likely many who disliked him.
    

    

    
      What if some doctor had ill intentions and ruined his eyes? Killing the person afterward would be useless.
    

    

    
      Better safe than sorry.
    

    

    
      He figured he ought to learn some medical skills himself.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In a blink, two days passed. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes had mostly recovered. 
    

    

    
      That Doctor Wang truly was highly skilled; the medicine was very effective.
    

    

    
      The Disciple Recruitment Conference had also concluded, and the final victors were decided.
    

    

    
      That afternoon, Zhang Mingyu came to visit. He sighed emotionally, "Two Ninth Grade, four Eighth Grade, and four Seventh Grade. Before the eyes of countless onlookers, they became disciples under Third Grade Experts, soaring like phoenixes onto high branches."
    

    

    
      His tone carried a touch of envy.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just removed the cloth strip. His vision had recovered by ninety percent, though there was still an occasional sting that made him want to rub his eyes.
    

    

    
      He said, "Actually, with your strength, you had a shot at making the top four."
    

    

    
      Truth be told, he was surprised Zhang Mingyu hadn’t signed up.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu said firmly, "Once a teacher, always a father. I will never acknowledge another master in this life."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming genuinely admired this sense of loyalty.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu added, "Junior Brother Li is different. He’s only a Registered Disciple. Now that he has become a disciple under Senior Gold Saber, I’m truly happy for him."
    

    

    
      The Junior Brother Li he spoke of was none other than Li Qingchang, who was close with Wang Mingkai and Gu Junrong.
    

    

    
      Almost everyone from the Huo Residence had signed up. In the end, only Li Qingchang made it to the final round and successfully became a disciple of a Third Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      These ten individuals had now practically become national idols. 
    

    

    
      Their fame had already surpassed Chen Ming, the youngest Sixth Grade Martial Artist. 
    

    

    
      They were truly top-tier celebrities.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu looked at Chen Ming and said, "Junior Brother, with your talent, if you were willing, I doubt either of those two Third Grade Experts would reject you."
    

    

    
      He was the second person to ask this question.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, "It’s not that I don’t want to—it’s that I can’t."
    

    

    
      "I see……"
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu seemed to understand something.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t know what exactly he had understood, but in any case, he had no intention of answering that question directly.
    

    

    
      As they chatted, a sudden rush of footsteps came from outside. 
    

    

    
      A group of people stormed in, brimming with murderous intent.
    

    

    
      They were from the Six Doors Authority, led by a man in green—a Green-Clad Patrol Envoy—his face full of killing intent. 
    

    

    
      He asked grimly, "Are you Chen Ming?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw immediately that they came with ill intent, but remained calm. "I am."
    

    

    
      The Green-Clad Patrol Envoy barked, "Seize him!"
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      "Wait."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood up, facing the group of Six Doors Authority officers who looked as ferocious as wolves and tigers, and shouted, "What right do you have to arrest someone?"
    

    

    
      This loud shout carried true qi, and everyone present felt a ringing in their ears. Many showed pained expressions.
    

    

    
      For a moment, the dozen or so officers all stopped, not daring to move forward.
    

    

    
      Even if they had never heard of the name Chen Ming before, they now understood this man had cultivated true qi and was a Sixth Grade expert. With just their numbers, they still dared to arrest him?
    

    

    
      They might as well be seeking death.
    

    

    
      However, the Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy in the lead remained fearless and shouted loudly, "It has been verified that you colluded with the Cult of Eternal Life’s demon, Deng Ziyang. We are under orders to arrest you. Chen Ming, do you still intend to resist? Do not implicate your family!"
    

    

    
      A dangerous glint flashed across Chen Ming's eyes.
    

    

    
      They dared threaten him with his family.
    

    

    
      He wanted to see who was truly orchestrating this from behind the scenes.
    

    

    
      He sneered coldly, "Just you? You’re not qualified to arrest me. Call your superior here."
    

    

    
      The Green-Clad Patrol Envoy barked, "I am—"
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming kicked him square in the chest. 
    

    

    
      The envoy flew backward, spat out a mouthful of blood midair, and landed heavily on the ground, unable to say another word.
    

    

    
      His gaze swept across the crowd, and the dozen or so officers immediately fell silent, terrified.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pointed casually and ordered, "You, go fetch your direct superior immediately."
    

    

    
      The man he pointed at looked miserable but dared not argue and quickly ran off.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      "Junior Brother."
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu, who had been watching from the side, was somewhat shaken. 
    

    

    
      That was the Six Doors Authority, yet Chen Ming had struck without hesitation. 
    

    

    
      Though it was just a Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy, he still represented the authority’s face.
    

    

    
      To strike him meant this matter wouldn’t end peacefully.
    

    

    
      He whispered, "Sigh, you were too impulsive."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming responded calmly, "Do you believe that if I were captured and thrown into prison, I wouldn’t end up dead anyway?"
    

    

    
      He didn’t lower his voice, and everyone present heard him clearly. 
    

    

    
      Many couldn't help but tremble. 
    

    

    
      The meaning behind his words was obvious: either way, it would end in death, so he might as well make a scene and take a few down with him.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy who had been kicked down weakly muttered, "You resist arrest and have endangered your family..."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sneered, "The Chen Family rose because of me alone. If I die, their end will be death just the same."
    

    

    
      "Well said!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, a voice rang from outside the courtyard. It was Chen Rui. He shouted loudly, "Ah Ming, don’t worry about us. As long as you’re alive, they won’t dare do anything to us. As long as we have you, the Chen Family will not perish. If anything happens to us, wait until your divine arts are complete and avenge us."
    

    

    
      "Ah Ming, remember, you must survive."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui’s voice was loud, echoing through most of the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      Inside the courtyard, the expressions of the Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy and the officers all turned extremely grim.
    

    

    
      This pair of brothers—one calm and ruthless, disregarding family lives; the other unafraid of death, willing to sacrifice himself. 
    

    

    
      These were the most terrifying kind of people.
    

    

    
      Even if they managed to survive today, could they escape Chen Ming’s vengeance afterward?
    

    

    
      Among the officers, a few smarter ones had already realized that they were merely sacrificial pawns. 
    

    

    
      Their superiors had sent them to die on purpose just to deal with Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, why would they dispatch a Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy and a group of Eighth and Ninth Grade officers to arrest a Sixth Grade expert?
    

    

    
      Normally, when the Six Doors Authority arrested someone, they would at least send someone one grade higher than the target. If that wasn’t possible, they’d dispatch three of equal grade to ensure success.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      At the side, Zhang Mingyu still felt confused. 
    

    

    
      Just moments ago everything had seemed fine—how did it suddenly escalate into a life-and-death situation?
    

    

    
      That tragic atmosphere weighed heavily on his heart.
    

    

    
      In such a moment, he chose to remain silent.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Zhang Mingyu recalled what the Patrol Envoy had said earlier—Chen Ming colluding with the Cult of Eternal Life’s demon, Deng Ziyang?
    

    

    
      How could Deng Ziyang be a demon of the Cult of Eternal Life?
    

    

    
      No, something was off—
    

    

    
      Just now, after Chen Ming heard the accusation, he suddenly made a move. 
    

    

    
      Logically, his first reaction should have been surprise and disbelief...
    

    

    
      "Hiss—"
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu suddenly gasped.
    

    

    
      Could Chen Ming's reaction mean that Deng Ziyang really had joined the Cult of Eternal Life?
    

    

    
      And that he had known all along?
    

    

    
      Suddenly, matters related to Deng Ziyang flashed through Zhang Mingyu’s mind. "It happened after he left the Six Doors Authority."
    

    

    
      He remembered.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang had left the Six Doors Authority to explore the outside world. 
    

    

    
      Within a few months, he returned, and his cultivation had broken through two realms, jumping from Ninth Grade to Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      Coincidentally, during that same period, the Cult of Eternal Life had been attacking the young masters of the aristocratic families...
    

    

    
      This was bad.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang had very likely really joined the Cult of Eternal Life.
    

    

    
      Would the Huo Residence be implicated?
    

    

    
      Just as Zhang Mingyu uneasily grasped the truth, a voice full of authority suddenly rang out from outside, "Chen Ming, you dare injure a member of the Six Doors Authority?"
    

    

    
      This voice was like a great bell, shaking Zhang Mingyu’s ears until they rang, his mind going blank.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      "It's you?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally saw the man behind the scenes—and it was someone he would never have imagined.
    

    

    
      Originally, he had thought it would be Yu Xiuming, with whom he had past grievances. But the one who appeared was another Fifth Grade Constable—Li Guangjie.
    

    

    
      This man was Zhao Shouchang’s right-hand man.
    

    

    
      Could it be that Zhao Shouchang had decided to deal with him?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could feel the immense pressure from the Fourth Grade expert standing before him, and the deep malice in his eyes.
    

    

    
      He had no idea when he had ever offended this man. In fact, before this moment, he had never even spoken with Li Guangjie.
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie stepped forward one step at a time. "Chen Ming, you colluded with a demon from the Cult of Eternal Life, resisted arrest, injured a Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy of the Six Doors Authority, and even dared to strike at this official. Such crimes deserve death!"
    

    

    
      At this point, he had completely locked down Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      The formless true qi suppressed him, making it impossible for him to move or even speak.
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie raised his hand, about to kill this hateful man with a palm strike.
    

    

    
      At that moment, a chill swept in from behind him, making every hair on his body stand on end. 
    

    

    
      He could have ignored it and killed Chen Ming with a single palm, but doing so would have left him seriously injured.
    

    

    
      "Hmph!"
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie let out an angry snort and turned to strike with his palm, dispersing the powerful sword qi.
    

    

    
      He looked coldly at the one who had just drawn their sword toward him, his gaze full of killing intent. "You dare attack me for his sake?"
    

    

    
      Another figure had appeared in the courtyard—a woman in blue robes, her expression dark as water. It was Du Caiyue. She spoke, one word at a time, "You cannot kill him."
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie said grimly, "You truly mean to stop me?"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue stared at him without backing down, saying nothing.
    

    

    
      "Very well."
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie suddenly turned and left.
    

    

    
      "You may leave," Du Caiyue said to the officers present. "Not a single word of what happened today is to be leaked."
    

    

    
      "Yes, Lord Du."
    

    

    
      Very quickly, all of them withdrew cleanly, including Zhang Mingyu.
    

    

    
      In the courtyard, only Chen Ming and Du Caiyue remained.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a solemn bow and said, "Thank you, Lord Du, for coming to my aid. For saving my life, I shall repay you one day."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue replied, "If you truly want to repay me, you don’t have to wait until later."
    

    

    
      This sentence made Chen Ming freeze—surprised, yet not surprised.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue and Li Guangjie were both Zhao Shouchang’s trusted aides. 
    

    

    
      For her to fall out with Li Guangjie just to save him clearly wasn’t just because of Zhao Xiyan.
    

    

    
      If Zhao Xiyan truly held that much sway, then Li Guangjie wouldn’t have dared to come kill him.
    

    

    
      So, Du Caiyue must have had other reasons.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "What does Lord Du want me to do?"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue moved her lips and sent a voice transmission directly to Chen Ming’s ear.
    

    

    
      "I want the Blazing Sun Divine Art."
    

    

    
      Her voice wasn’t loud, but it thundered in his mind like lightning, making Chen Ming’s heart tremble.
    

    

    
      She actually knew he cultivated the Blazing Sun Divine Art!
    

    

    
      Countless thoughts flashed through Chen Ming’s mind, but in the end, he merely nodded and said, "Alright."
    

    

    
      A strange look flashed in Du Caiyue’s eyes. "I thought you would deny it."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied calmly, "You saved my life. In my eyes, there’s nothing more valuable than my life. A mere cultivation method—if Lord Du wants it, then take it."
    

    

    
      "You’re certainly an interesting person. No wonder Xiyan holds you in such regard. Rest assured, I won’t take your technique for free. I’ll trade you the Lunar True Scripture."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood her meaning—she didn’t want to take advantage of him. So, he agreed. "However, I should make it clear, I only have the first two chapters of the Blazing Sun Divine Art. It can be cultivated up to Fourth Grade at most."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue said, "That’s enough."
    

    

    
      Then she added, "Have you heard the saying: ‘Yang alone does not thrive, Yin alone does not grow’? For people like us who cultivate pure yang or pure yin arts, the further we go, the slower our progress becomes. The best way is to also cultivate a technique of equal level to balance yin and yang. I’ve been searching for a suitable pure yang method for years, with no success—until I saw you fight last time, and I knew my opportunity lay with you."
    

    

    
      A faint smile appeared on her face. "Likewise, this is your opportunity too. Believe me—you will soon need my Lunar True Scripture."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pondered, "So in the end, I’m still getting the better deal."
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      "Lord Du, there is something I don't understand. Could you enlighten me?"
    

    

    
      Seeing that the serious matters had been discussed, Chen Ming turned to Du Caiyue and asked,"I don’t believe I’ve ever offended Inspector Li, nor do we have any past grudges. I truly cannot comprehend why he would want me dead."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue’s gaze turned somewhat complex as she slowly said,"Sometimes, you just detest someone at first sight. There’s no other reason. That person neither offended you nor stood in your way, but he just want you dead."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked,"Is it because of... Xiyan?"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue neither confirmed nor denied it. 
    

    

    
      She pulled out a token from her bosom and tossed it over, saying,"If anyone from the Six Doors Authority comes to bother you again, just show them this token."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming put the token away.
    

    

    
      "I must go. I’ll come find you tonight."
    

    

    
      After saying that, Du Caiyue’s figure flickered and vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked in the direction where she had disappeared, his hand touching the token in his chest pocket, his gaze turning somber.
    

    

    
      This truly was a case of disaster falling from the heavens while one sat quietly at home. 
    

    

    
      Out of nowhere, without doing anything, a Fourth Grade Expert wanted him dead.
    

    

    
      The crucial part was that this person was a Fifth Grade Constable of the Six Doors Authority—considered mid-ranking—and was also one of Zhao Shouchang’s trusted men.
    

    

    
      This grudge would not be easy to avenge.
    

    

    
      Even if he later advanced to Third Grade, or even First Grade, killing this man would still not be easy. 
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang would definitely protect his own subordinates with his life. 
    

    

    
      He couldn’t possibly kill Zhao Shouchang as well.
    

    

    
      To put it plainly, his current persona and identity were set on walking the righteous path. To kill Li Guangjie would be extremely troublesome.
    

    

    
      Unless one day, his strength could completely surpass the Six Doors Authority. If that time ever came, he would probably be nearly invincible under the heavens.
    

    

    
      But who knew how many years that would take.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t wait that long. He couldn’t swallow this indignation.
    

    

    
      This was the price of gaining something—when he chose the righteous path for the sake of his elder brother’s family, he had already doomed himself to a life where he could not freely seek vengeance...
    

    

    
      "Ah Ming——"
    

    

    
      At this moment, his elder brother Chen Rui finally entered the courtyard. 
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Ming standing there unharmed, he let out a visible sigh of relief. Walking up to him, a thousand words condensed into a single sentence,"As long as you're alright!"
    

    

    
      Seeing him arrive, Chen Ming reassured him,"Don’t worry, it was just a misunderstanding. It’s been resolved. They shouldn’t come again."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui nodded,"That’s good."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, Zhou Weihao rushed over after hearing the news. 
    

    

    
      Seeing that the Chen Residence had not been sealed and that Chen Ming was sitting there safely, not taken away, he finally relaxed.
    

    

    
      "I warned you long ago—not to get too close to those noble daughters. This was Zhao Shouchang’s warning to you. From now on, stay away from his daughter."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said irritably,"Can’t you hope for something good for me? If Zhao Shouchang really wanted to deal with me, would I still be sitting here talking to you?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said,"If, at this moment, everyone knew that you had a First Grade Expert as your master, do you think the people from the Six Doors Authority would dare lay a hand on you? Think seriously about what I told you before."
    

    

    
      These words weren’t without merit.
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie had dared to use such methods against him precisely because he was certain that if Chen Ming died, no one would stand up for him.
    

    

    
      If he died, would Zhao Xiyan avenge him? Even if she wanted to, her father Zhao Shouchang wouldn’t allow it.
    

    

    
      Would Du Caiyue turn against Li Guangjie for the sake of a dead man?
    

    

    
      That was even more impossible.
    

    

    
      On the contrary, if he killed Li Guangjie, the Six Doors Authority would never let it go. 
    

    

    
      They would immediately put him on the wanted list, making it impossible for him to have a foothold in the Great Jin Dynasty.
    

    

    
      This was the benefit of joining a major power.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao suddenly said,"Why don’t you become my Zhou family’s son-in-law? I have a younger female cousin, born of my eldest uncle’s main wife. She’s just sixteen and stunningly beautiful—more than worthy of you."
    

    

    
      "Wouldn’t that make me your junior by default? If anything, I should become your brother-in-law."
    

    

    
      "What a coincidence. I have an elder female cousin, widowed for many years. If you don’t mind, you could marry her. Then, I’ll call you brother-in-law every day."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Jokes aside, Chen Ming indeed had no intention of getting married for the time being. 
    

    

    
      With his current fame and status, he was in an awkward position—too high for the low, too low for the high. 
    

    

    
      Those who fancied him, he didn’t fancy. 
    

    

    
      Those he fancied, most likely didn’t fancy him.
    

    

    
      Once he reached First Grade, his range of options would greatly expand. 
    

    

    
      By then, he could choose a peerless beauty—gentle and considerate, someone whose heart and eyes were all for him.
    

    

    
      Other matters could be compromised, but not this one.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After nightfall, Chen Ming dismissed Chunxiang and Xiaxiang, sat alone in his room, warmed a jug of wine, and admired the moonlit winter night while patiently waiting for Du Caiyue’s arrival.
    

    

    
      When the moon reached the zenith, a figure silently appeared in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t even see how she came in. He gained a new understanding of her strength.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue sat across from him and placed a thick martial arts manual in front of him, saying,"This is the 《Lunar True Scripture》. If you ever have questions, you may come ask me."
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she paused briefly before continuing,"However, this cultivation method was exchanged with merit points at the Six Doors Authority headquarters. You must not spread it. It’s best if no one else knows. If it gets exposed and the Six Doors Authority pursues responsibility, I will not admit I gave it to you."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded and also brought out two manuals—《Three Suns Body Tempering》 and 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》—placing them before her. He said,"These two cultivation methods came into my hands by accident. You should know their origin; it’s best not to spread them either."
    

    

    
      When Du Caiyue saw the two manuals, a flash of fiery light flickered in her eyes. 
    

    

    
      Although it was fleeting, Chen Ming still caught it.
    

    

    
      "If anything happens, bring the token to the Six Doors Authority to find me."
    

    

    
      She picked up the two manuals and left without even touching the wine on the table.
    

    

    
      After she left, Chen Ming picked up the 《Lunar True Scripture》 and began flipping through it.
    

    

    
      Based on the overwhelming strength Du Caiyue had shown, this cultivation method likely belonged to the category of Peerless Divine Art. 
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, it could not be passed on to others.
    

    

    
      He had originally been casually flipping through it, but after reading two pages, he suddenly exclaimed,"Huh?"and felt strange. 
    

    

    
      The content looked remarkably similar to 《Three Suns Body Tempering》.
    

    

    
      He flipped through a few more pages and quickly confirmed—not just similar, they were nearly identical.
    

    

    
      No, there were still some subtle differences.
    

    

    
      It could only be said that over ninety percent of the content was the same.
    

    

    
      "This cultivation method must be related to the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》."
    

    

    
      The more Chen Ming read, the more intrigued he became. 
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, he had become absorbed in the book.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After Du Caiyue left the Chen Residence, her figure flickered through the darkness. 
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, she arrived at an inconspicuous alley.
    

    

    
      She leaped over a wall into a hidden interior—it turned out to be a large courtyard with rock gardens, flowing water, winding corridors, and pavilions.
    

    

    
      Passing through the courtyard, she reached a tower and climbed to the second floor, where a Woman in Red was seated by the window, stroking a stringless zither.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue knelt on one knee, speaking with excitement,"Miss——"
    

    

    
      The Woman in Red glanced at her and frowned,"This isn’t the time for us to meet."
    

    

    
      "I’ve found the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue spoke as she presented the two manuals she had just obtained from Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      A sharp, unmatched brilliance exploded in the Woman in Red’s eyes. 
    

    

    
      In a flash, she appeared in front of Du Caiyue, took the two manuals, and quickly flipped through them.
    

    

    
      Moments later, a trace of joy appeared in her eyes."It’s indeed the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》. Where did you get it?"
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue reported,"I obtained it from someone named Chen Ming..."
    

    

    
      She briefly explained the situation.
    

    

    
      "Chen Ming, it’s him again?"
    

    

    
      Hearing that name, the Woman in Red felt a strange sensation. 
    

    

    
      Even after Du Caiyue finished, she sighed,"We searched high and low for years and ended up gaining it effortlessly. We’ve sought it for over a decade, yet it was obtained by a young man."
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue said,"I took the liberty of giving him the 《Lunar True Scripture》 as well."
    

    

    
      "You did well,"the Woman in Red praised."However, this 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 is still incomplete... It’s time to make a move on the Four Seas Trading Company. This matter will require your cooperation."
    

    

    
      A glint of severity flashed in Du Caiyue’s eyes."I’ve waited a long time for this day."
    

    

    
      Immediately, the two women began to discuss in the tower.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, dawn had arrived.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming heard sounds outside—it was Chunxiang and Xiaxiang entering—only then did he realize he had been so engrossed in the manual that he had even forgotten to sleep.
    

    

    
      He closed the manual and put it away to prevent them from seeing it.
    

    

    
      With the assistance of the two maids, Chen Ming finished washing up and stepped into the courtyard, where most of the students had already arrived.
    

    

    
      Thus began another day of training.
    

    

    
      An hour passed quickly. 
    

    

    
      After finishing the day’s training, Chen Ming had breakfast and locked himself in his room to continue studying the manual.
    

    

    
      After reaching Fourth Grade, the content of the 《Lunar True Scripture》 differed more from the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》, but it was still clear the two were from the same origin.
    

    

    
      To delve deeper into the cultivation method, Chen Ming didn’t leave the house for several days.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even let Chunxiang and Xiaxiang accompany him—just locked himself alone in the room.
    

    

    
      Ten days passed in a flash.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming opened the panel, he saw a new entry under his cultivation methods—《Lunar True Scripture》.
    

    

    
      With the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 as a foundation, comprehending this cultivation method had indeed been easier.
    

    

    
      He closed the manual and planned to return it to Du Caiyue when the opportunity arose.
    

    

    
      Just then, a prompt suddenly appeared before his eyes,【Detected that 《Lunar True Scripture》 and 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 are the same cultivation method. Merge?】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming froze.
    

    

    
      ㄴCan it be like this?
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      【Detected that the 《Lunar True Scripture》 and 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 are the same cultivation method. Merge them?】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared at the prompt, falling into deep thought.
    

    

    
      It seemed his guess was correct. 
    

    

    
      These two cultivation methods did indeed originate from the same source. 
    

    

    
      They could even be directly merged into a single method.
    

    

    
      Now the question was—should he merge them?
    

    

    
      What kind of changes would occur after the merger?
    

    

    
      These were all unknowns.
    

    

    
      After pondering for a few minutes, Chen Ming made a decision.
    

    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    

    
      He chose to trust the System.
    

    

    
      【Merging cultivation methods. Estimated time: six hours. During this period, do not use True Qi. Find a place to sit down and stay still.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming called over Chunxiang and Xiaxiang, gave a few instructions, then closed the door again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In a flash, six hours passed.
    

    

    
      【Cultivation method merged successfully!】
    

    

    
      Upon seeing the prompt, Chen Ming immediately opened the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 43】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 100000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Perfection), 《True Art of Two Principles》 (Fourth Level 120652/600000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Proficient 21/500000)】
    

    

    
      The panel had changed significantly. 《Three Suns Body Tempering》 and 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 had both disappeared. They had merged with the 《Lunar True Scripture》, becoming the 《True Art of Two Principles》.
    

    

    
      After merging, even the realm changed, becoming the Fourth Level. 
    

    

    
      Accordingly, the total experience value had multiplied sixfold.
    

    

    
      With a slight thought, Chen Ming understood. 
    

    

    
      This corresponded to his realm: Sixth Grade was the Fourth Level, Fifth Grade would be the Fifth Level, and Fourth Grade would be the Sixth Level.
    

    

    
      Doing the math, the required experience value hadn't actually increased.
    

    

    
      Previously, the 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》 required three Levels per realm.
    

    

    
      Based on the first Level needing one hundred thousand, second Level two hundred thousand, and third Level three hundred thousand, that totaled six hundred thousand.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had been most worried that after the merger, the required experience value would also double.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, it hadn’t.
    

    

    
      Next, he wanted to see what changes had occurred in his True Qi.
    

    

    
      With a thought, Chen Ming circulated his True Qi, gathering it in the palm of his hand. 
    

    

    
      That ball of Qi remained incredibly scorching.
    

    

    
      Very soon, the temperature gradually dropped. It got colder and colder, with a mist forming above his palm.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the nature of his True Qi had become bone-chilling.
    

    

    
      "So that’s it. The 《True Art of Two Principles》 means my True Qi can freely switch properties, from extreme yang to extreme yin."
    

    

    
      Realizing this, he was overjoyed.
    

    

    
      Being able to freely switch the nature of his True Qi meant that in the future, as long as he deliberately disguised it, no one would be able to identify him based on its characteristics.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming extended his left hand and simultaneously condensed a second ball of True Qi, which was the complete opposite of the one in his right—it was extreme yang.
    

    

    
      "It really works!"
    

    

    
      He was astonished. 
    

    

    
      He could actually produce two completely opposite types of True Qi at the same time.
    

    

    
      In battle, one strike with scorching yang True Qi, followed by another with frigid yin True Qi, could likely cripple an opponent’s meridians on the spot.
    

    

    
      After a while, he dissipated both balls of True Qi.
    

    

    
      "Only the System could accomplish something like this."
    

    

    
      With his understanding of martial arts, Chen Ming roughly deduced the situation inside his body. 
    

    

    
      Rather than calling it the 《True Art of Two Principles》, it might as well be the 《Tai Chi Art》—extreme yin and extreme yang perfectly fused together, each containing a trace of the other.
    

    

    
      This was a state that only existed in theory.
    

    

    
      To cultivate this kind of True Qi, both methods had to be trained simultaneously. 
    

    

    
      The quantities of both types of True Qi had to be exactly equal—not a bit more or less.
    

    

    
      Moreover, a special mental technique was needed to harmonize the two Qis, preventing conflict and achieving perfect fusion.
    

    

    
      In this process, if even a single step had the slightest problem, even a little imbalance, the result would be qi deviation.
    

    

    
      It was just like those physical laws — they only held true under experimental conditions.
    

    

    
      In reality, it was impossible to achieve.
    

    

    
      Only someone like him, who possessed the System, could "master" this bug-like cultivation method.
    

    

    
      Next, Chen Ming experimented with different types of true qi to execute the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 and test its power.
    

    

    
      This trial alone took half a day.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning, Chen Ming finally rode a carriage and went out. 
    

    

    
      He headed to Zhuang Xiaotian’s house.
    

    

    
      It was Zhuang Xiaotian who opened the door. 
    

    

    
      At this time, he would usually already be on duty at the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      "I’m afraid I’m going to be dismissed."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian said bitterly and asked his wife to bring wine.
    

    

    
      Not only was Chen Ming implicated by Deng Ziyang, but Zhuang Xiaotian, being Deng Ziyang’s sworn brother, was in an even worse situation. 
    

    

    
      However, he had always conducted himself well and had never made enemies, so naturally, no one would want him dead.
    

    

    
      At most, it was just dismissal.
    

    

    
      "I didn’t expect that Big Bro, without a word, actually pulled off such a big affair. You’ve probably heard by now, right? He even dared to join the Cult of Eternal Life..."
    

    

    
      "This is already a good outcome for me. His other brothers were all dragged down with him, all got arrested, thrown into the main prison. The Giant Tiger Gang is completely finished now..."
    

    

    
      "By the way, have the people from the Six Doors Authority come to find you?"
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian didn’t know about the incident where Li Guangjie had tried to kill Chen Ming that day. 
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue had issued a gag order on the matter, and no one dared to spread it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming drank with him on the side, occasionally echoing his words. 
    

    

    
      It was clear that being suspended and confined at home had truly put him in a gloomy mood.
    

    

    
      This was something unavoidable. In a feudal era, collective punishment was normal. 
    

    

    
      If someone in the Six Doors Authority had been willing to back him, he wouldn’t have been kicked out so harshly.
    

    

    
      From this perspective, being diplomatic did keep him from making enemies, but without firmly taking sides, no powerful figure would treat him as one of their own.
    

    

    
      Two jars of wine were nearly finished, and Zhuang Xiaotian was already drunk.
    

    

    
      While chatting with him, Chen Ming asked casually, "Last time, you mentioned an old master thief who had retired and was hiding in the city. Where does he live now?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian mumbled hazily, "It’s... at Yihong Courtyard... he has a lady friend... called Madam Wen... last time, I followed Lord Hu and saw... saw her..."
    

    

    
      After getting the information he wanted, Chen Ming stayed a little longer. 
    

    

    
      When Zhuang Xiaotian collapsed in drunkenness, he bid farewell to Mrs. Zhuang.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After nightfall, Chen Ming changed into night attire and quietly left home, arriving at Yihong Courtyard.
    

    

    
      He had been here once before. 
    

    

    
      As the most high-end entertainment venue in Qingfeng City, it indeed lived up to its reputation. 
    

    

    
      The courtesans were stunning beauties rarely seen.
    

    

    
      This time, he didn’t enter through the front, but waited by the back door.
    

    

    
      That Madam Wen was neither a courtesan nor a madam of the house, but the steward of the kitchen. 
    

    

    
      For such a luxurious establishment, the kitchen held significant importance too.
    

    

    
      Customers might not come for the food, but if it tasted terrible, it would ruin the place’s reputation.
    

    

    
      The fact that Madam Wen managed the kitchen made her a key figure at Yihong Courtyard.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming patiently hid in the alley behind.
    

    

    
      He waited until the third watch of the night. 
    

    

    
      The entire Yihong Courtyard had quieted down. 
    

    

    
      Except for a few particularly energetic customers, most had already gone to bed.
    

    

    
      People began to come out of the back door, mostly kitchen staff.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly locked onto a middle-aged woman who still carried grace. 
    

    

    
      Judging by her clothing and how others treated her, she must be Madam Wen.
    

    

    
      He quietly followed her. 
    

    

    
      After passing through several small alleys, they reached a hidden courtyard, and she pushed the door open to enter.
    

    

    
      "May I ask which guest has graced me with their presence?"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, an aged voice came from inside.
    

    

    
      This person was at least Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming made his judgment and spoke, "Junior has heard that Senior resides here in seclusion and has come to pay respects."
    

    

    
      "This old man has already sworn never to meet people from the martial world again. Please leave."
    

    

    
      "Senior, have you heard this saying? In the martial world, one cannot act freely. Do you think this world lets you leave just because you want to?"
    

    

    
      A soft sigh came from within, "Sigh, why must you force me?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly felt a chill on his back. 
    

    

    
      Without thinking, he leapt into the air and drew his sword mid-flight.
    

    

    
      In the dark alley, a flash of cold light appeared. 
    

    

    
      At some unknown moment, a person had gotten behind him, dagger in hand, ready to strike.
    

    

    
      Dang!
    

    

    
      With that sword strike, the assailant was sent flying.
    

    

    
      Indeed a Sixth Grade Martial Artist, though the true qi felt somewhat weak.
    

    

    
      "Hmph!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, unrelenting after gaining the upper hand, struck again, aiming directly for the vital spot.
    

    

    
      "Spare me!"
    

    

    
      The attacker begged loudly, throwing down the dagger.
    

    

    
      The sword stopped just ten centimeters before his throat.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared at the scrawny, unimpressive old man and said coolly, "Nice trick."
    

    

    
      Just now, the old man's voice clearly came from inside the house. Yet he had silently crept behind him for a surprise attack. His skills were indeed remarkable.
    

    

    
      The old man wore a bitter expression. "Sir, my hands have already been crippled. If you're here to ask me to steal something, I truly can't help you."
    

    

    
      "You misunderstand. I didn’t come to ask you to steal. I heard that Senior is skilled in disguise. Coincidentally, I’m very interested in disguise techniques. I hope you’ll teach me."
    

    

    
      Learning disguise techniques?
    

    

    
      Hearing this, the old man secretly sighed in relief, cursing inwardly that the young man should’ve said so earlier.
    

    

    
      He said aloud, "Disguise is but a minor art. Since you wish to learn, I shall teach you all I know."
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      The room was somewhat dim. 
    

    

    
      The old man took the dagger, adjusted the lamp wick, and the room immediately became much brighter.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood across from him, sizing up the furnishings in the room.
    

    

    
      There were only the two of them in the room. 
    

    

    
      No one else was present. 
    

    

    
      Madam Wen had already run off while the two of them were exchanging blows. He couldn’t be bothered to chase after her.
    

    

    
      The old man still had a trace of blood at the corner of his mouth—he had taken one of Chen Ming’s sword strikes head-on earlier and suffered a slight internal injury.
    

    

    
      In fact, that strike from Chen Ming hadn’t been at full strength.
    

    

    
      And judging from the prompt that appeared after the old man admitted defeat, he was at Level 49. 
    

    

    
      By rights, he shouldn’t have been so fragile. It showed that when he said he had been crippled, he hadn’t been lying.
    

    

    
      The old man forced a smile. “Please wait a moment, sir. I’ll go fetch something.”
    

    

    
      Then he leapt onto a beam and brought down a wooden box.
    

    

    
      He opened the box and took out a thick book, saying, “I’m too old to teach anymore. This is the summary of my insights into disguise techniques that I’ve compiled over the years. I originally intended to take it to the grave. Now, I’m giving it to you, sir. If there’s anything you don’t understand, feel free to ask.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming accepted it and flipped through a few pages. 
    

    

    
      The contents were written in plain language, easy to understand, and included many diagrams. 
    

    

    
      It seemed quite comprehensive.
    

    

    
      However, he didn’t believe that simply relying on this book would allow someone to master disguise techniques. 
    

    

    
      Back when he was on Earth, he had watched a lot of makeup tutorials with his ex-girlfriend, and even those felt too complicated.
    

    

    
      Disguise techniques were far more complex than makeup. 
    

    

    
      Learn them just by reading a book?
    

    

    
      He had little confidence in his ability to self-study.
    

    

    
      Placing his hand on the thick book, he asked, “I heard that senior is also well-versed in a secret technique—one that allows you to freely alter your height, muscle structure, and facial features.”
    

    

    
      This was something Zhuang Xiaotian had mentioned in passing once during a casual conversation. Though it had been said offhandedly, Chen Ming had remembered it and had been thinking about that secret technique ever since.
    

    

    
      The old man looked troubled. “This is a sect secret. I once swore an oath that it must not be passed on—”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he caught sight of the other’s icy gaze and quickly changed his tune. “Of course, if sir wishes to learn it, I suppose there’s no harm in teaching you. It’s just that—this secret technique must be practiced from childhood. With your current age, even if you learn it, you won’t be able to master it...”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said coolly, “Just teach it. Whether or not I can master it is my concern.”
    

    

    
      “Very well then.”
    

    

    
      The old man had no choice but to recite the incantations and explain the method of circulating qi for the secret technique.
    

    

    
      He quickly realized that this man was very meticulous—every line of the incantation would be questioned in detail, and he would even suddenly turn around and ask what a certain line earlier had been.
    

    

    
      In such circumstances, he naturally dared not play any tricks. 
    

    

    
      He obediently disclosed every word of the secret method without altering a single syllable.
    

    

    
      By the time dawn approached, the other party had reviewed the incantations and content multiple times before finally leaving in satisfaction.
    

    

    
      Before leaving, he even left behind two gold ingots, saying it was tuition.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming wasn’t lacking in money, but seeing those two ingots did reassure the old man a bit—it at least proved that this person wasn’t planning to kill him to silence him for now.
    

    

    
      “This place can’t be stayed in any longer.”
    

    

    
      The old man thought gloomily.
    

    

    
      He had thought that Qingfeng City’s martial arts had withered and that there were no real experts. 
    

    

    
      Coupled with its flourishing commerce, it seemed like a perfect place to retire. But a few months ago, an old acquaintance from the Six Doors Authority had found him and extorted him.
    

    

    
      Now another unknown expert had come knocking.
    

    

    
      This place was no longer safe.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming returned home, it was already morning.
    

    

    
      He had already given prior instructions for the students to train on their own for the day.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, you—”
    

    

    
      The two maids had been up and working for a while. 
    

    

    
      Upon seeing Chen Ming come in from outside, Xiaxiang looked shocked. 
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until Chunxiang tugged on her sleeve that she swallowed the rest of her words.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming casually said, “I woke up early and saw the snow falling beautifully, so I went out to enjoy it for a bit.”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      The two maids seemed half-believing. Did one really need to wear black clothes just to go see snow?
    

    

    
      But of course, they wouldn’t question the Young Master’s words. 
    

    

    
      They brought hot water from the boiling room for him to wash up.
    

    

    
      While washing his face, Chen Ming opened the panel to take a look.
    

    

    
      [Level: 43]
    

    

    
      [Current Points: 106000]
    

    

    
      [Martial Arts: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level – Perfected), 《True Art of Two Principles》 (Fourth Level 120652/600000)]
    

    

    
      [Combat Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastered), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastered), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastered), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastered), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Proficient 21/500000)]
    

    

    
      [Secret Technique: 《Disguise Technique》 (Entry 0/10000)]
    

    

    
      A new category appeared on the panel—a brand new type—called Secret Technique. To him, it was like a door had been opened.
    

    

    
      From now on, what he could learn would no longer be limited to "Martial Arts" and "Combat Techniques".
    

    

    
      It truly was an unexpected delight.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the entry-level for this secret technique only required ten thousand points, which wasn’t much to him now.
    

    

    
      “Add points.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming directly added ten thousand, changing 《Disguise Technique》 to (Proficient 0/20000).
    

    

    
      At once, he felt his whole skeletal structure subtly shifting, and the skin and muscles on his face itched and felt slightly sore.
    

    

    
      Very soon, this unusual sensation faded.
    

    

    
      He naturally understood what he could now do—his height could be adjusted by three to five centimeters, the duration could not exceed three hours, and his facial features could be slightly altered.
    

    

    
      “This level still isn’t enough. Add more.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming moved with intent and added another twenty thousand points, upgrading 《Disguise Technique》 to (Well-Versed 0/30000).
    

    

    
      This time, his bones emitted crisp cracking sounds, and the muscles on his face felt even more sore and itchy. 
    

    

    
      The sensation lasted for dozens of seconds.
    

    

    
      “It can only be maintained for ten hours. Still not enough.”
    

    

    
      He decisively added another thirty thousand points, raising 《Disguise Technique》 to (Mastered).
    

    

    
      Immediately, his entire body let out snapping sounds, like beans being stir-fried. 
    

    

    
      The skin and muscles on his face felt like they were burning. It lasted for about ten minutes.
    

    

    
      Finally, Chen Ming’s body adapted to all the changes.
    

    

    
      “Let’s test the effect.”
    

    

    
      At this time, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang had already exited the courtyard. 
    

    

    
      He returned to his room, closed the door, sat before the bronze mirror, and activated the disguise secret technique.
    

    

    
      Immediately, the bones in his body crackled, and his height shrank by nearly ten centimeters, making him appear more robust.
    

    

    
      He moved slightly and circulated his true qi. “This level poses no issues for me. It’s just a bit unfamiliar.”
    

    

    
      He could go even shorter, but that would affect his movements and exertion.
    

    

    
      Next, he activated the secret technique again and began adjusting the muscles on his face.
    

    

    
      This adjustment took nearly half an hour. In the mirror, the face staring back at him had become someone entirely different.
    

    

    
      To him, that face was all too familiar.
    

    

    
      “It’s been a while… the me from the other world.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming once again saw that face he had once known so well. His mood turned complicated, and he was suddenly flooded with memories—phones, computers, soda, and those unfinished novels...
    

    

    
      As his thoughts surged, he suddenly wondered—if he could now return to Earth with his current cultivation, that would be pure bliss.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      During dinner that night, Chen Ming took the opportunity, while everyone was present, to solemnly announce a decision: he planned to enter seclusion for a period of intense cultivation.
    

    

    
      During this period, no one was to disturb him.
    

    

    
      Regarding this decision, Chen Rui and Madam Wei had no objections. 
    

    

    
      These days, he had been locking himself in the courtyard every day.
    

    

    
      In their minds, he must have been shaken by that recent incident.
    

    

    
      They knew they couldn’t help Chen Ming in martial training. 
    

    

    
      The best they could do was not to drag him down. Whatever he wanted to do, they would support it.
    

    

    
      Only the little fellow Chen Lide, speaking without a filter, asked, “Second Uncle, are you going to break through to Fifth Grade?”
    

    

    
      That question drew everyone's attention to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      He patted his nephew’s head and smiled, “How could it be that fast? This seclusion is mainly to practice sword techniques.”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      The little guy couldn’t hide the disappointment on his face.
    

    

    
      In his young heart, Second Uncle had always been the strongest. 
    

    

    
      When someone had broken into their home and Second Uncle hadn’t killed them, he realized Second Uncle wasn’t as powerful as he’d imagined.
    

    

    
      So from now on, protecting his parents and their family would fall to him!
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next day, Chen Ming informed Zhang Mingyu and Zhou Weihao about his plan to go into seclusion for a few months. 
    

    

    
      After making a full round of notices, he began his seclusion.
    

    

    
      Before starting, he summoned Chunxiang and Xiaxiang, stared at them for a while, then solemnly asked, “Can I trust you?”
    

    

    
      The question startled them. 
    

    

    
      They dropped to their knees with a thud, “Yo…Young Master, what do you mean by that?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Actually, the seclusion is a cover. I have something very important to take care of, and no one can know. So, can I trust you?”
    

    

    
      Chunxiang and Xiaxiang quickly replied, “Young Master, please rest assured. Even if we die, we won’t let anyone know you’re gone.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming added, “That includes my elder brother and sister-in-law. Remember, you must create the illusion that I’ve been in seclusion all along. No one must see through it. Understand?”
    

    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    

    
      The two nodded earnestly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Relax a bit. Don’t be so tense. All right, we have to act thoroughly. Once I’m inside, board up the windows and doors with wooden planks. I have my own way of leaving.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      After giving his instructions, Chen Ming had them gather the family. 
    

    

    
      In front of them, he entered the room, officially beginning his “seclusion” period.
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      In the depth of winter, travelers outside the city were few and far between. 
    

    

    
      In such weather, one wouldn’t even encounter a merchant caravan. 
    

    

    
      Upon leaving the city, the world stretched out before the eyes, cloaked entirely in silvery white.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had changed his appearance, donned coarse linen clothes, with a long saber hanging from his waist and a bundle strapped to his back, striding along with great vigor.
    

    

    
      Before long, the county seat of Dai Prefecture was already in sight.
    

    

    
      It was the fifth day since he had left Qingfeng City, and he had arrived several hundred li away, within the territory of Dai Prefecture.
    

    

    
      Neither the original host nor he himself had ever left Qingfeng Prefecture before—this was all quite novel.
    

    

    
      "This Dai City isn’t even half the size of Qingfeng City."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gazed at the distant city, thinking to himself.
    

    

    
      However, though Dai City was small, martial cultivation here flourished. 
    

    

    
      There was the Tian Family, a clan with a lineage spanning three hundred years. 
    

    

    
      Also present was a sect named Bishamen, and it was said that one of its elders was a Third Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      Aside from that, there were many Fourth Grade experts.
    

    

    
      In comparison, Qingfeng City seemed downright shabby.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked up. 
    

    

    
      The sky had already darkened, and even if he hurried over now, the city gates would be closed—he wouldn’t get in.
    

    

    
      He decided to spend the night in a nearby village and enter the city tomorrow morning.
    

    

    
      Soon, he spotted a manor and made his way over.
    

    

    
      Just as he reached the entrance, the sound of galloping hooves rang out. 
    

    

    
      Turning his head, he saw a dozen riders charging down from the hills. 
    

    

    
      The few at the front wore brocade and fur coats, clearly young masters from the city.
    

    

    
      Running off to hunt in the dead of winter—they really had nothing better to do.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave them a glance, then looked away.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he caught sight of a small figure darting into the path—right in front of the leading horse.
    

    

    
      The woman riding that horse showed no intention of reining it in. Instead, she raised her whip and lashed out."Get out of the way."
    

    

    
      If that whip struck true, it would surely tear flesh.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw it clearly. 
    

    

    
      The one blocking the horse was a little girl, only about seven or eight years old.
    

    

    
      A cold gleam flashed in his eyes. 
    

    

    
      With a flick of his wrist, swoosh—down went the horse, crashing to the ground and throwing the woman off its back.
    

    

    
      She twisted her waist mid-air and landed steadily on the ground.
    

    

    
      Cheers rang out from her companions.
    

    

    
      "Good."
    

    

    
      "What graceful movement technique."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      The woman looked at her beloved horse lying dead on the road, a bloody hole in its head still oozing, and felt as if a knife had pierced her heart. She screamed,"Hong’er—who? Who did this?"
    

    

    
      She turned her head and quickly locked her gaze on the only martial man nearby—one with a long saber at his waist. With a face full of killing intent, she marched toward him."Was it you who killed my Hong’er?"
    

    

    
      There were only a few people around. 
    

    

    
      That little girl and her family were ordinary villagers. So it could only have been this saber-wielding martial artist.
    

    

    
      The man wore a bamboo hat, looked plain and unremarkable, and cast a cold glance at her."Yes. So what?"
    

    

    
      The woman’s eyes turned red, and she gritted her teeth."Give me your life. You’ll die with Hong’er!"
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she lashed her whip violently at him.
    

    

    
      The other riders pulled their horses to a stop and watched with grins, clearly not the least bit worried that the woman would suffer.
    

    

    
      After all, this martial artist was dressed in tattered rags. He couldn’t be much.
    

    

    
      Anyone even slightly capable wouldn’t be in such a wretched state.
    

    

    
      Just then, the woman saw a blur. 
    

    

    
      The saber-wielder had already closed the distance. 
    

    

    
      She was shocked—and her whip had already been snatched away.
    

    

    
      "Do you enjoy whipping others that much?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sneered. 
    

    

    
      With a flick of the whip in his hand, crack—it struck her arm directly.
    

    

    
      A fiery pain shot through her arm and she let out a miserable cry.
    

    

    
      Crack! Crack! Crack!…
    

    

    
      He rained the blows down on her head and face. The woman shrieked and howled, writhing on the ground in agony.
    

    

    
      "How’s that? Feels good?"
    

    

    
      He lashed her over a dozen times, tearing her flesh open and leaving her bloody and battered.
    

    

    
      "You dare hit me… do you know who I am…"
    

    

    
      "Stop——"
    

    

    
      "No——I was wrong——I won’t dare again…"
    

    

    
      From yelling to begging for mercy, it only took a few lashes.
    

    

    
      "Stop!"
    

    

    
      "Brat, how dare you?"
    

    

    
      "You’re courting death!"
    

    

    
      At this moment, the woman’s companions finally reacted. 
    

    

    
      One by one, they flew into a rage, drew their weapons, and charged in, murderous intent rising.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming let out a cold laugh, tossed aside the whip in his hand, drew his saber, and with a single swing, sent the two men at the front flying.
    

    

    
      He moved like a tiger among sheep—every strike brought someone down.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, over a dozen people had already fallen.
    

    

    
      He sheathed his saber, unfastened a wine pouch from his waist, pulled the stopper, took a swig, and exhaled a long breath."Refreshing!"
    

    

    
      Since he had changed his appearance, he naturally had to live differently too.
    

    

    
      After leaving Qingfeng City, he began letting go of all restraint—doing whatever he pleased, acting on every whim.
    

    

    
      These young masters had the misfortune of running into him.
    

    

    
      Among this group, most were Ninth Grade Martial Artists or Eighth Grade Martial Artists. 
    

    

    
      Only two were Seventh Grade Martial Artists. 
    

    

    
      In front of him, they didn’t stand a chance.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Night fell. Inside an abandoned little courtyard, a bonfire was lit.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat by the fire, drinking wine and eating meat.
    

    

    
      In front of him, a group of people stood in a row, obediently and silently, not daring to breathe too loudly.
    

    

    
      Beside them lay a few others—those had tried to sneak away while he wasn’t looking, only to be struck down by a stone flying from who knows where. 
    

    

    
      Their bones had cracked.
    

    

    
      After he was full, Chen Ming spoke."Why aren’t you looking at me? Are you dissatisfied with me? Come on, pick up your blade, let’s spar again."
    

    

    
      "We wouldn’t dare."
    

    

    
      Everyone present shivered and shook their heads vigorously, on the verge of tears.
    

    

    
      They deeply regretted provoking such a moody madman.
    

    

    
      In just over an hour, he had found all sorts of excuses to beat each of them several times. Last time, the excuse had been:"Why are you glaring at me? Not convinced?"
    

    

    
      Then he dragged someone out and gave them a brutal beating.
    

    

    
      It was a real beating—whatever would hurt the most, he did it. 
    

    

    
      They screamed like ghosts and wailed like wolves.
    

    

    
      These people had never endured such torment.
    

    

    
      At first, some still spoke tough, yelling that their families wouldn’t let this slide. But after a beating, they quieted down completely—not even daring to fart.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had only said that to scare them. 
    

    

    
      Earlier, he had already harvested all the experience points he could from each of them.
    

    

    
      Altogether, it was just over two thousand points.
    

    

    
      Although not much, getting revenge and venting his anger felt immensely satisfying.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t plan to let them go. If he didn’t teach them a lesson, how would they remember?
    

    

    
      So that night, those young masters and their guards spent the night freezing in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until dawn that they realized the mysterious saber-wielder had apparently left.
    

    

    
      If they didn’t run now, when would they?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      By then, Chen Ming had already entered Dai City through the gates, and was charged a head tax of twenty coins upon entry.
    

    

    
      No wonder Dai City was poor—even entering required a tax.
    

    

    
      He shook his head to himself. In Qingfeng City, even with goods in tow, there was no tax for entering or leaving. That’s why Qingfeng City’s prosperity had its reasons.
    

    

    
      He first found an inn, took a hot bath, then went to a higher-end restaurant for a meal and to gather information.
    

    

    
      A bit of tip money was enough to get a lot out of the waiters.
    

    

    
      For instance, who the experts in the city were, and who shouldn’t be provoked.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spent a few days asking around the city, gathering intelligence. Then he made a list.
    

    

    
      By the fifth day, he began challenging them one by one according to the list.
    

    

    
      In all of Dai Prefecture, there were many Sixth Grade Martial Artists. 
    

    

    
      Just within Dai City, there were around twenty—half of them untouchable, either from aristocratic families or sects.
    

    

    
      The other half either had no background or their backers were far away.
    

    

    
      Those were his targets.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming struck swiftly. 
    

    

    
      In just one day, he had challenged all thirteen of them and harvested over fifty thousand experience points, then gracefully left before the city gates closed, heading to the next destination.
    

    

    
      There were more than a dozen counties under Jiangzhou’s jurisdiction. If each yielded fifty thousand, a full circuit would net seven or eight hundred thousand points—enough to leap directly into Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      "Truly, being unrestrained makes for rapid progress in strength."
    

    

    
      With the blood-red setting sun behind him, Chen Ming headed west. 
    

    

    
      Surrounded by a snow-blanketed world, he felt an unprecedented sense of freedom and ease.
    

    

    
      This ability to challenge whomever he wanted, whenever he wanted, without caring about image—was simply wonderful.
    

    

    
      No wonder so many people liked using aliases.
    

    

    
      His next destination: the neighboring Tianhai County.
    

    

    
      With his pace, he’d get there in two or three days at most.
    

    

    
      By this calculation, ten days per county, he could finish the entire Jiangzhou circuit in about half a year.
    

    

    
      This efficiency far surpassed the slow cultivation in Qingfeng City.
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      Once February passed, the counties of Jiangzhou began to thaw. 
    

    

    
      Ice and snow melted away, and the weather gradually warmed with each passing day.
    

    

    
      In Yujie County, located at the southernmost part of Jiangzhou, the warming weather brought an increase in traveling merchants along the roads.
    

    

    
      Yujie County was mountainous and situated in a hilly region. 
    

    

    
      Amidst the mountain ranges, an official road ran through the entire county. 
    

    

    

    
      Heading north, it led directly to Jiangzhou City; heading south, it reached the neighboring Tangzhou.
    

    

    
      This official road was said to have been constructed by the Eternal Life Immortal Dynasty thousands of years ago. 
    

    

    
      It served as the transportation line connecting the cities within Yujie County.
    

    

    
      Rumble rumble rumble!
    

    

    
      Several muffled claps of spring thunder echoed in the sky. 
    

    

    
      A few riders on the official road, seeing that rain was imminent, prepared to seek shelter at a nearby inn.
    

    

    
      Someone complained, "Isn’t this Yujie County a bit too desolate? Nothing but mountains everywhere. When will we finally reach Yujie City?"
    

    

    
      "Good thing there’s an inn here."
    

    

    
      "Everyone be cautious. An inn built in such a desolate place might not be so simple."
    

    

    
      "Could that little thief have fled to this place after catching wind of the news?"
    

    

    
      As they spoke, they had already arrived in front of the inn.
    

    

    
      A shop assistant came out to greet them, helping with the reins and wearing a beaming smile as he asked, "Esteemed guests, are you stopping for a meal or looking to stay the night?"
    

    

    
      Among the group, the one in the lead was a young man in brocade robes, with an extraordinary bearing. He said, "Prepare five upper rooms; we’re staying the night."
    

    

    
      The shop assistant apologized, "So sorry, there are only two upper rooms left."
    

    

    
      The young man in brocade glanced inside the inn and saw that it was already fairly occupied. 
    

    

    
      Unwilling to stir up trouble, he said, "Alright, then two it is."
    

    

    
      Their group consisted of five people—three men and two women—so two rooms would suffice.
    

    

    
      The young man then instructed, "Our horses must be fed the finest fodder," and handed over a piece of silver.
    

    

    
      The shop assistant, delighted by the tip, instantly beamed with joy and nodded repeatedly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Just as the group stepped into the inn, heavy rain began to fall outside.
    

    

    
      The young man in brocade swept his gaze across the room and saw several groups of people seated. Most striking among them were a few young, beautiful women carrying longswords, clearly disciples of a sect.
    

    

    
      A group of escorts had taken up the northeastern corner of the inn. 
    

    

    
      The remaining patrons sat scattered.
    

    

    
      He glanced at his sister beside him, asking silently with his eyes: Had she spotted the person?
    

    

    
      The girl in red scanned every face in the inn and shook her head, indicating no.
    

    

    
      At that moment, one of the women from the group walked over and politely asked, "Young Master, are you the Third Young Master from the Cheng Family of Dai Prefecture?"
    

    

    
      The young man in brocade was taken aback, feeling the woman before him looked familiar. 
    

    

    
      A sudden flash of realization crossed his mind as he said with joy, "So it's Junior Sister Lu from the Xiaoshui Sect! I didn’t expect to meet you here. Truly, it’s a small world."
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Lu smiled and said, "Young Master Cheng is not an outsider. Please, come join us."
    

    

    
      "Gladly."
    

    

    
      The young man in brocade led his companions over to sit with the disciples from the Xiaoshui Sect.
    

    

    
      His name was Cheng Ruiwu. His grandmother had come from the Xiaoshui Sect, and his family had close ties with them, so there was no need for formality.
    

    

    
      After exchanging greetings, they introduced themselves.
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu's companions included his younger sister and three fellow disciples.
    

    

    
      Looking at one quiet and gentle girl, he said, "This Junior Sister seems unfamiliar."
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Lu responded, "She’s a disciple that our Sect Leader took in two years ago—Huo Qianqian."
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian stood up and gave a salute. "Greetings, Senior Brother Cheng."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      While they chatted, a few people in the inn were discussing recent gossip. "…Speaking of this 'Mad Saber', his reputation has been soaring lately. With just one saber, he’s battled across several counties and already defeated dozens of Sixth Grade experts—never once losing. Moreover, he’s incredibly arrogant, always using the most ordinary saber techniques. He hasn’t even used any real martial arts. He’s truly formidable."
    

    

    
      Someone couldn’t take it and retorted, "Hmph, 'Mad Saber'? Just a show-off who only dares challenge mediocre opponents."
    

    

    
      The merchant who spoke earlier wasn’t pleased and countered sarcastically, "Calling Sixth Grade Martial Artists mediocre—may I ask what grade you are?"
    

    

    
      That person’s face turned red. "So what if they’re Sixth Grade? Against those aristocratic youths and sect disciples, they’re nothing but chickens and dogs…"
    

    

    
      "Might I ask if you hail from an aristocratic family or a renowned sect?"
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu and his companions all had their attention drawn over. Seeing the quarrel, he spoke up, "This friend seems to know quite a bit about Mad Saber?"
    

    

    
      The merchant had just humiliated the other man into silence and was feeling pleased with himself when he heard Cheng Ruiwu’s words. He replied, "I wouldn’t say I know him. It’s just hearsay."
    

    

    
      He then asked, "Do you know which sect this Mad Saber hails from?"
    

    

    
      Seeing that everyone in the inn had turned their gaze his way, the merchant became even more proud and said loudly, "This Mad Saber’s origins are a mystery. No one knows his background—he seemed to have just appeared out of nowhere. It’s said he’s around thirty years old, wears a bamboo hat, and dresses in coarse hemp robes. He only uses an ordinary steel saber. He’s truly a unique individual who loves meddling in others’ business. If he sees someone bullying the weak, he’ll definitely step in and make those bullies suffer…"
    

    

    
      "Shut up!"
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu’s younger sister Cheng Shiyi suddenly let out a sharp scream, as if severely provoked. She drew her sword and pointed it at the merchant, shouting angrily, "Shut your mouth!"
    

    

    
      The merchant was startled and didn’t dare utter another word. 
    

    

    
      These people were clearly from the martial world—he couldn’t afford to offend them.
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu grabbed his sister’s hand. "Third Sister!"
    

    

    
      Cheng Shiyi finally came to her senses. Seeing everyone looking at her strangely, she lowered her head, sheathed her sword, and sat back down.
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu apologized, "My younger sister has recently experienced some trauma and is not in a good mental state. We came to Yujie City to seek a renowned physician for her treatment."
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Lu, hearing this, looked at Cheng Shiyi with sympathy. "So that’s how it is."
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu changed the subject. "Are you ladies here in Yujie County for some task?"
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Lu replied, "Second Senior Sister is set to marry the Eldest Young Master of the Zhou Family in Yujie City next month. We came to accompany her for the wedding."
    

    

    
      "That’s a joyous event. Why don’t I see Junior Sister Zhu?"
    

    

    
      "She’s in the room, with Master and Senior Sister."
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu said with surprise, "Junior Sister Xiao came too?"
    

    

    
      Such a reaction naturally drew teasing and laughter from the female disciples of the Xiaoshui Sect.
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu then realized and quickly said, "So Senior Aunt Wang is here too. I haven’t paid my respects yet. How discourteous of me."
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Lu said, "It’s fine. Master doesn’t care for formalities."
    

    

    
      Rumble rumble rumble!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, thunder exploded outside, shaking the ground slightly.
    

    

    
      The rain poured even harder.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Behind the inn were the guest rooms.
    

    

    
      In the innermost upper room, a beautiful middle-aged woman was staring sternly at a black-clad young woman kneeling on the floor.
    

    

    
      The young woman was around twenty, with a cinnabar mark between her brows and enchanting beauty. She was the second disciple of this generation of the Xiaoshui Sect—Zhu Xixi.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged woman was her master, Wang Yumei. She scolded harshly, "The marriage has already been arranged. How can you say you won’t marry just because you don’t want to?"
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi lowered her head and pleaded, "Master, this disciple already has someone in her heart. Please grant your approval."
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei’s face darkened. "You rebellious disciple! You dare bring this up again? Of all the people you could fall for, you choose… it’s absolutely impossible. Forget about it."
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi’s face was full of despair. "If Master continues to force me, then I will…"
    

    

    
      Slap!
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei slapped her across the face, trembling with rage. "You dare threaten me? I raised you for twenty years, and this is how you repay me?"
    

    

    
      At this point, Xiao Zhuyun, who had been standing to the side, saw the situation escalating and quickly stepped forward to support Wang Yumei. "Senior Aunt, don’t make yourself ill. Let this disciple speak with her."
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei was so angry she couldn’t speak. She waved her hand dismissively.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun helped her to a chair in the outer room, then returned and lifted the unmoving Zhu Xixi off the ground. She sighed, "Junior Sister, why do this to yourself?"
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi kept her head lowered and said nothing.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun sighed again. "Senior Aunt is doing this for your own good. If it were any other man, she wouldn’t force you to marry someone else. But that man is no longer accepted in the world. Do you truly wish to flee with him and live a life where each day is uncertain?"
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi finally responded, raising her pale face and asking, "Senior Sister, you’ve had many men around you over the years, weighing pros and cons. Among them, was there ever one you truly desired?"
    

    

    
      Before Xiao Zhuyun could answer, she continued, "I could see it—you had feelings for that Chen Ming. But in the end, you decided he wasn’t good enough and gave up on him. Who would have thought that soon after, news would come that he had broken through to Sixth Grade."
    

    

    
      "Have you ever regretted it? Back then, if you had been just a bit more resolute, you wouldn’t have missed your favored man."
    

    

    
      She stared into Xiao Zhuyun’s eyes as she spoke. 
    

    

    
      Seeing her usually composed Senior Sister's face stiffen, she knew she had struck a nerve and couldn’t help but smile.
    

    

    
      "This is what they call being too clever for your own good. As Chen Ming achieves greater and greater success, one day you’ll realize that the man you so carefully selected has been left far behind by him. The thorn in your heart will only drive deeper."
    

    

    
      "I’m different from you. Since I’ve chosen him, even if I have to flee with him, live a precarious life—I won’t regret it. This is my choice. This is my fate!"
    

    

    
      "Rebellious disciple!"
    

    

    
      From the outer room, Wang Yumei could no longer endure. 
    

    

    
      Furious to the point of collapse, she stormed in to kill her disciple and spare the sect the shame.
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      Rumble rumble rumble!
    

    

    
      A few more thunderclaps rolled across the sky.
    

    

    
      Bang! 
    

    

    
      The front door was suddenly and violently pushed open from the outside. 
    

    

    
      Several individuals clad in the official attire of the Six Doors Authority stormed inside. 
    

    

    
      The one leading them wore blue robes, denoting his status as a Fifth Grade Blue-Clad Constable.
    

    

    
      The inn, which had been somewhat noisy, fell into a brief silence.
    

    

    
      A Fifth Grade Martial Artist was a rare sight in the martial world, let alone one who served as a Blue-Clad Constable of the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      As everyone knew, among the Six Doors Authority, martial cultivation and rank did not always align. 
    

    

    
      In reality, the vast majority of Fifth Grade Constables were at the cultivation of Fourth Grade.
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu and Junior Sister Lu instantly became vigilant.
    

    

    
      Encountering such a person at a roadside inn in the wilderness was definitely not a good thing.
    

    

    
      There was a well-known rule within the Six Doors Authority: those who got too close with aristocratic families and sects would not be promoted. 
    

    

    
      The more one opposed them, the faster one climbed the ranks.
    

    

    
      That was because the Six Doors Authority was the court’s sharp blade to counterbalance local powers.
    

    

    
      For someone like Cheng Ruiwu, who hailed from a martial family with no members above the rank of Third Grade Expert, the elders always warned them when walking the martial world—the ones they needed to guard against the most were the people from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      If they were ever caught in the wrong by them and severely punished, it would be a complete loss of face.
    

    

    
      As expected, the Blue-Clad Constable’s gaze swept toward them, filled with deep malice.
    

    

    
      He shouted in a booming voice, “The Six Doors Authority is apprehending a wanted criminal. Everyone, present your travel permits and route tokens. I will inspect them one by one.”
    

    

    
      It had begun!
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu and Junior Sister Lu’s hearts tensed. 
    

    

    
      Checking route tokens was the most common tactic. If one failed to present them, it gave them a perfect excuse to make trouble.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, they had prepared everything before leaving.
    

    

    
      Without a change in expression, they each took out their route token.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The Blue-Clad Constable seemed to have noticed their movements, but he didn’t come over immediately. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he began inspecting the route tokens of others first.
    

    

    
      “Where is your route token? Why haven’t you taken it out?”
    

    

    
      When he reached a merchant, one of the Six Doors Authority’s officers found the man empty-handed and shouted sternly, hand already on the hilt of his saber.
    

    

    
      The shout immediately drew everyone’s attention.
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu recognized the man as the merchant who had earlier spoken about the deeds of the “Mad Saber.” His heart filled with suspicion. 
    

    

    
      Judging from the Six Doors Authority’s reaction, they truly seemed to be hunting a wanted man…
    

    

    
      The “merchant” showed no panic and said in a deep voice, “I’m not the one you’re looking for. Don’t waste your time on me.”
    

    

    
      The Blue-Clad Constable sneered coldly, “Whether or not you are, we’ll find out in the prison.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he drew his saber, and his subordinates followed suit.
    

    

    
      In an instant, those nearby scattered in fear, hoping to avoid becoming collateral damage.
    

    

    
      A flicker of anger flashed in the merchant’s eyes as he cursed, “Fools!”
    

    

    
      The Blue-Clad Constable had already made his move. 
    

    

    
      As his saber swept out, everyone could feel the chilling blade aura. 
    

    

    
      Even from a distance, there was a stinging sensation on their skin.
    

    

    
      He really was at Fourth Grade!
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu’s palms began to sweat. 
    

    

    
      Just from that one strike, he could tell this man’s strength was on par with his grandfather’s.
    

    

    
      The merchant also made his move. 
    

    

    
      With a flip of his hands, a dagger appeared and turned into a flurry of blade light.
    

    

    
      He was Fifth Grade?
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu was shocked. 
    

    

    
      From the man’s demeanor and clothing, he looked every bit the common street merchant. 
    

    

    
      Who would have thought he was actually a Fifth Grade Expert?
    

    

    
      Earlier, his sister had even threatened to kill the man. 
    

    

    
      Luckily, he had not taken offense. Otherwise, things could have turned dire.
    

    

    
      “This man disguised himself as a merchant—he must have a reason.”
    

    

    
      Just as this thought crossed his mind, the Blue-Clad Constable landed a strike, wounding the merchant and placing his blade across his throat, capturing him alive.
    

    

    
      The gap between Fifth and Fourth Grade was still too great. In only two moves, he was subdued.
    

    

    
      Two Green-Clad Patrol Envoys stepped forward and shackled the merchant’s limbs. They then took out a Dragon-Locking Needle and sealed his Shanzhong vital point.
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu, Junior Sister Lu, and the others felt their eyelids twitch. Under such decisive methods, the Fifth Grade merchant instantly slumped and lost all ability to resist.
    

    

    
      The Dragon-Locking Needle was a torture instrument used exclusively by the Six Doors Authority to deal with Divine Qi Realm criminals. 
    

    

    
      Once stabbed into the body, one’s entire True Qi would be completely sealed, utterly malicious. Just hearing its name struck fear into the hearts of those in the martial world.
    

    

    
      The merchant’s face was full of rage as he continued to shout, “I told you, you caught the wrong person.”
    

    

    
      The Blue-Clad Constable sheathed his saber, pulled over a chair and sat down, then spoke, “You say we caught the wrong person? Then tell us—what is your name, your sect, and why your behavior is so suspicious. As a dignified Fifth Grade, why disguise yourself as a merchant?”
    

    

    
      Everyone else in the inn perked up their ears; they too were curious about this question.
    

    

    
      At this point, the sky had already darkened, and the lighting became dim.
    

    

    
      Only after the fighting stopped did the shop assistant come out with a candle and light the lamp on the wall.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The merchant simply sat cross-legged on the ground, looking extremely sullen. 
    

    

    
      He knew that unless he explained clearly, this member of the Six Doors Authority would never let him go.
    

    

    
      “I am Xiao Qianhao, from Huangshi County. My father is Xiao Zhiyuan. One month ago, a maniac came to challenge my father. My father was defeated miserably. Originally, victory and defeat are common matters among warriors, but this maniac spoke wildly. My father, humiliated and furious, suffered a heart attack, triggering old injuries, and has since been bedridden.”
    

    

    
      As the merchant spoke, his face was filled with hatred. “I was in Jiangzhou City at the time. Upon hearing the news, I rushed home. Seeing my father’s pitiful condition, I swore to bring that maniac’s head to my father’s bedside and avenge him. Ten days ago, I finally caught up with that maniac and fought a great battle, wounding him.”
    

    

    
      “Unfortunately, he managed to escape by diving into a river. Since then, he vanished without a trace. I had no choice but to disguise myself as a merchant and spread tales of his deeds along the way, hoping to learn of his whereabouts... But I left in too much of a hurry and didn’t bring a route token.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, the Blue-Clad Constable’s face darkened. 
    

    

    
      With his experience, this story did not sound fabricated. It seemed they truly caught the wrong person.
    

    

    
      He asked in a deep voice, “This maniac you speak of—could he be that ‘Mad Saber’ who’s recently appeared?”
    

    

    
      “That’s the very thief.”
    

    

    
      “Rumor has it he’s only at Sixth Grade. Yet he escaped from you?”
    

    

    
      This was the only part that didn’t make sense.
    

    

    
      Xiao Qianhao’s expression turned grim. “That man’s True Qi is extremely yin and cold. His saber technique is also quite formidable—not easy to deal with. I was careless and nearly suffered internal injury.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu and his sister were both shocked and delighted after hearing this.
    

    

    
      Delighted because they finally found clues about that thief’s whereabouts—and their family wasn’t the only one bearing a grudge against him.
    

    

    
      Shocked because the thief’s strength was far greater than they imagined. To escape from a Fifth Grade Expert—this was no ordinary feat.
    

    

    
      With only their group, even if they did find him, it would be extremely difficult to avenge his sister’s humiliation.
    

    

    
      Xiao Qianhao said, “Sir, I’ve told you everything. Please let me go so you don’t delay your business.”
    

    

    
      At this point, his tone finally softened.
    

    

    
      The Blue-Clad Constable coldly snorted, “Who knows whether what you say is true or false? You’ll come with me to the prison in Yujie City. Let your family fetch you there.”
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Xiao Qianhao was both shocked and furious, but could do nothing.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      On the side, Cheng Ruiwu, familiar with the practices of the Six Doors Authority, knew that this Blue-Clad Constable would never release a person so easily.
    

    

    
      If he let him go, and it turned out later he truly had a problem, the blame would fall entirely on the constable.
    

    

    
      He felt regret in his heart. This person shared a common enemy—he could have been an ally.
    

    

    
      Just then, a constable suddenly collapsed to the ground. 
    

    

    
      One person fell, and others followed in succession.
    

    

    
      What’s happening?
    

    

    
      Just as Cheng Ruiwu was puzzled, he suddenly heard the Blue-Clad Constable roar, “Not good, poison!”
    

    

    
      He then clapped both palms, sending invisible True Qi piercing through the air. The door panels were shattered, and the lamp on the wall was knocked out.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the entire inn was plunged into darkness.
    

    

    
      The wind and rain from outside swept in, sending a chill through everyone inside.
    

    

    
      At the moment he heard “poison,” Cheng Ruiwu tried to circulate his True Qi—but immediately felt a blockage. 
    

    

    
      Shocked, he held his breath and quickly took a Detoxifying Pill from his bosom and swallowed it.
    

    

    
      Then he warned those nearby, “Careful, it’s poison!”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      At the same time, in the back room.
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei, enraged, was about to strike down this rebellious disciple with one palm when she suddenly felt her True Qi stall—she couldn’t circulate it at all.
    

    

    
      This shock was no small matter. 
    

    

    
      She realized she had been poisoned.
    

    

    
      “Poison!”
    

    

    
      She gave a quick warning and sat cross-legged on the ground, using her internal energy to purge the toxin.
    

    

    
      Beside her, Xiao Zhuyun’s expression changed drastically. Her limbs suddenly felt weak—she couldn’t muster any strength. Her eyes widened as she looked at Zhu Xixi sitting on the bed, completely unaffected. In a trembling voice, she said, “It... it was you?”
    

    

    
      Gu Xixi slowly rose to her feet. 
    

    

    
      Looking at the two poisoned women, she spoke calmly, “Yes, it was me.”
    

    

    
      She walked to Wang Yumei, knelt, and knocked her head to the ground several times. “Master, forgive this unfilial disciple. I will repay your kindness in another life. Just consider me dead.”
    

    

    
      With that, she stood up, wiped away her tears, took the sword from Xiao Zhuyun’s hand, and left without looking back.
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei, still seated cross-legged, trembled. Blood spilled from the corner of her lips as she muttered, “Rebellious disciple...”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun, her entire body limp, stared at the departing figure, eyes filled with complex emotions.
    

    

    
      Among all their junior sisters, Gu Xixi had always been the most obedient and well-behaved, listening to her master’s every word since childhood.
    

    

    
      She never imagined that Gu Xixi would poison both her master and herself for the sake of a man.
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      "What kind of poison is this? It could affect a Fourth Grade Expert without them realizing it?"
    

    

    
      In the darkness, fierce wind carried rain into the inn, splattering against Cheng Ruiwu and sending a chill through his heart.
    

    

    
      To possess such a potent poison—this was certainly no ordinary force.
    

    

    
      He and that Blue-Clad Constable hadn’t eaten anything since entering the inn. 
    

    

    
      That meant the strange poison must have been lingering in the air, taking effect after they inhaled it.
    

    

    
      This was a colorless, odorless poison. To possess such a thing was definitely not something a typical faction could manage.
    

    

    
      He suddenly recalled a recent rumor. His heart sank. He could only grip his younger sister’s hand tightly and secretly pass her a Detoxifying Pill.
    

    

    
      This Detoxifying Pill was specially crafted by his sect, quite rare and precious. Yet after taking it, it showed no effect at all. That only showed how terrifying this poison truly was.
    

    

    
      "What rat dares skulk in the shadows? Get out here, now!"
    

    

    
      In the darkness, the furious voice of the Blue-Clad Constable rang out.
    

    

    
      "Hahaha——"
    

    

    
      From above the inn came a sudden burst of mad laughter. "Duan Peicheng, weren’t you always looking for me? Now, I’m here."
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu’s heart clenched. 
    

    

    
      He instinctively turned his head and saw the shop attendant who had been hiding behind the counter step out with an arrogant look.
    

    

    
      It was him!
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu was stunned. 
    

    

    
      That very shop attendant had greeted him earlier, bowing and scraping. 
    

    

    
      No one would have suspected that this man was actually a predator in sheep’s clothing, playing them all for fools.
    

    

    
      Right—this man had been the one to light the wall lamps earlier.
    

    

    
      He recalled a key detail.
    

    

    
      It must have been then that the poison was added to the lamp oil, leading to them being poisoned without realizing it.
    

    

    
      Blue-Clad Constable Duan Peicheng sneered, "The mighty Demon Heir of the Blood Demon Sect, stooping to pretend to be a shop attendant, bowing and scraping? If this gets out, wouldn’t it be a joke?"
    

    

    
      The shop attendant coldly replied, "Simple—just make sure it doesn’t get out."
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu’s heart sank as he listened to the exchange.
    

    

    
      So it really was the Blood Demon Sect!
    

    

    
      And that shop attendant was actually the current Demon Heir of the Blood Demon Sect.
    

    

    
      Given the Blood Demon Sect’s ways, their fates would likely be worse than death.
    

    

    
      His heart filled with bitterness. 
    

    

    
      He tightened his grip on his sister’s hand, reached into his robes with the other hand, and grasped a dagger firmly, a determined glint flashing in his eyes.
    

    

    
      He had clearly made up his mind.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Duan Peicheng scoffed, "If you were confident in killing me, you wouldn’t need such lowly tricks. I’m poisoned now and you still don’t dare to strike. With such cowardice, calling you a turtle is being generous."
    

    

    
      The shop attendant’s face flickered with anger but quickly calmed. He suddenly shouted, "Deng Ziyang, stop hiding. I know you’re here. As long as you kill this man, I’ll let bygones be bygones."
    

    

    
      This name was unfamiliar to most people.
    

    

    
      Only Huo Qianqian, hiding under the table, was startled by the familiar name. 
    

    

    
      Could it be him?
    

    

    
      Then again, it might just be someone with the same name.
    

    

    
      Just then, a somewhat familiar voice rang out. "So, you’re the true Demon Heir! No wonder that fool from Qingfeng City caused such a storm—he was merely a shield you put forward."
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian couldn’t help poking her head out. In the darkness, she saw someone stepping forward from the back. 
    

    

    
      Upon a closer look—it really was Deng Ziyang.
    

    

    
      Her heart trembled. 
    

    

    
      Wasn’t Deng Ziyang working for the Six Doors Authority? How could he be involved with the Demon Heir of the Blood Demon Sect?
    

    

    
      The shop attendant said, "Deng Ziyang, you’re a smart one. All the disciples in Qingfeng City were wiped out—only you left early and escaped. I admire you. Kill this man, and I’ll pass you the fourth level of the Blood Demon True Scripture, helping you break through to Fourth Grade."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang remained silent for a moment, then said, "And if I refuse?"
    

    

    
      "Hahaha……"
    

    

    
      The shop attendant laughed wildly again. "Deng Ziyang, Deng Ziyang, I thought you were clever. Who knew you’d be this foolish? Don’t you get it? From the moment you started cultivating the Blood Demon True Scripture, there was no turning back. Even if you flee to the ends of the earth, you’re still a demonic cultivator, a heretic to be killed on sight. There’s no place left for you in this world."
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang said nothing, but his breathing grew heavy—clearly shaken.
    

    

    
      "Deng Lang."
    

    

    
      Just then, a woman stepped out from behind him and grasped his hand tightly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Second Senior Sister?"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian and several female disciples of the Xiaoshui Sect were all shocked to hear that extremely familiar voice.
    

    

    
      Why was their Second Senior Sister being so close with someone from the Blood Demon Sect?
    

    

    
      She was about to be married!
    

    

    
      And she called him "Deng Lang".
    

    

    
      For a moment, it felt like their world was collapsing.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Tsk tsk."
    

    

    
      The shop attendant saw the woman appear and suddenly understood. "So that’s why you turned so foolish—it was all for a woman. Truly pathetic, beyond saving."
    

    

    
      He couldn’t be bothered to say more. Fools trapped by love, unable to sever emotional ties—saying anything more was a waste of breath. "You may leave."
    

    

    
      "Leave? No one’s going anywhere!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, an angry shout exploded through the air. 
    

    

    
      The sound was so intense that the ordinary people in the room immediately fainted.
    

    

    
      Those with lower cultivation felt dizzy and nauseous.
    

    

    
      "Martial Aunt Wang!"
    

    

    
      The disciples of the Xiaoshui Sect, including Huo Qianqian, were overjoyed. 
    

    

    
      The Martial Aunt Wang they had been praying for had finally appeared. With her taking action, they might be safe.
    

    

    
      They had immense confidence in Martial Aunt Wang’s strength.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei, relying on her sect’s special Detoxifying Pill and powerful inner strength, temporarily suppressed the strange poison in her body and immediately rushed outside.
    

    

    
      She instantly spotted the man holding her disciple Zhu Xixi’s hand. Like an enraged lioness, she charged at him with blazing eyes, ready to strike him dead with a single palm.
    

    

    
      "Master, no—"
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi was shocked pale the moment she saw her master appear. 
    

    

    
      She was all too familiar with her master's temperament.
    

    

    
      Without even thinking, she stepped forward to shield Deng Ziyang behind her.
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei's palm stopped abruptly when it was just an inch above her disciple’s head.
    

    

    
      Facing the disciple she had raised for more than ten years, she softened at the last moment.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang, who was protected behind Zhu Xixi, was struck hard and collapsed to the ground.
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei said coldly, "Do you think you can protect him?"
    

    

    
      "Deng Lang!"
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi cried out in anguish and hurried to check Deng Ziyang's injuries.
    

    

    
      "Watch out!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, Duan Peicheng shouted sharply.
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei felt a chill surge across her back. 
    

    

    
      Just as she was about to evade, she suddenly noticed a delay in her true qi flow.
    

    

    
      The poison in her body had flared up at this critical moment.
    

    

    
      With a hiss, a longsword pierced straight through her abdomen.
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei struck back with her palm, hitting the attacker squarely on the shoulder. 
    

    

    
      A cracking sound echoed—it was the sound of bones breaking.
    

    

    
      The shop attendant was sent flying by the palm strike, coughing blood midair.
    

    

    
      "Master!"
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi was overwhelmed with grief upon seeing her master gravely wounded and rushed over to support her.
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei's lips were stained with blood. Seeing that her disciple still had some conscience left, she felt slightly consoled. She snorted and rasped, "Not dying..."
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi wept uncontrollably. 
    

    

    
      With both her lover and her master seriously injured, she didn’t know whom to tend to first. 
    

    

    
      Supporting her master while worrying about Deng Ziyang’s injuries—her heart was torn.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At that moment, a chilling saber qi exploded within the inn.
    

    

    
      Duan Peicheng seized the opportunity and decisively struck, charging at the wounded shop attendant.
    

    

    
      "You’ve fallen into my trap!"
    

    

    
      The shop attendant grinned eerily. 
    

    

    
      As Duan Peicheng closed in, a hissing sound could be heard.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      Before Duan Peicheng could react, he felt a numbness in his chest—he had been struck by hidden weapons. His gaze sharpened as he channeled all his inner qi and brought his saber down in a powerful slash.
    

    

    
      Clang—his blade struck, and the shop attendant's longsword snapped in two.
    

    

    
      The smile on the shop attendant’s face froze. 
    

    

    
      Panic flashed in his eyes. He tried to dodge but was too late—the saber cleaved into his shoulder, nearly severing the entire arm.
    

    

    
      "Aaah—"
    

    

    
      He let out a wretched scream, lashed out with a kick, and sent Duan Peicheng flying. He himself also collapsed, completely drained.
    

    

    
      Crash...
    

    

    
      In that moment, only the sound of rain outside and Zhu Xixi’s sobs remained inside the inn.
    

    

    
      No one present could have expected such an outcome. 
    

    

    
      The three individuals who could decide everyone’s fate were all gravely injured.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu held his sister’s hand tightly. The fierce battle just now had drenched his clothes in sweat.
    

    

    
      The situation had reached its most intense point.
    

    

    
      The shop attendant, Duan Peicheng, and Martial Aunt Wang—whichever of the three regained mobility first could easily eliminate the other two.
    

    

    
      He prayed silently in his heart—just let it not be the shop attendant.
    

    

    
      If that Demon Heir of the Blood Demon Sect recovered first, none of them would escape death.
    

    

    
      Just then, the shop attendant pulled a porcelain bottle from his robe and took out a pill to swallow.
    

    

    
      A peculiar fragrance spread throughout the inn, stirring a primal hunger within him, making him want to charge forward and snatch it away.
    

    

    
      It was a Human Pill!
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu immediately realized what was in that bottle—rumored to be refined from the blood and flesh essence of martial artists. 
    

    

    
      Once consumed, it could directly boost one’s strength.
    

    

    
      A bead of cold sweat rolled down his forehead.
    

    

    
      If the shop attendant recovered first and regained control, his own fate would likely be to be refined into a Human Pill.
    

    

    
      After taking the Human Pill, the shop attendant’s bleeding quickly stopped. He sat cross-legged on the ground, clearly digesting the pill.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu panicked internally. 
    

    

    
      After consuming the Human Pill, the Demon Heir might soon recover.
    

    

    
      What to do?
    

    

    
      At that moment, Duan Peicheng spoke weakly, "Miss Zhu, kill that Demon Heir quickly. Otherwise, once he recovers, everyone here will suffer."
    

    

    
      Still overcome with grief, Zhu Xixi finally stopped crying. Gritting her teeth, she picked up a longsword from the ground.
    

    

    
      The shop attendant also spoke up. "Young lady, I have no intent to harm you. Just now, I let you and your lover go. If you don’t leave now, when will you? Once your master recovers, your lover will surely die."
    

    

    
      His words struck Zhu Xixi's weakness, and she began hesitating again.
    

    

    
      Duan Peicheng urged anxiously, "Miss Zhu, do you want to watch your master and fellow disciples be humiliated and refined into Human Pills?"
    

    

    
      The shop attendant added, "I swear before the Demon Lord—I will not harm your fellow disciples. If I break this oath, may I be struck by lightning and die a horrible death."
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi held the sword, standing in place. 
    

    

    
      She looked at her master, whose face was as pale as paper, then at the unconscious Deng Ziyang, torn between two choices.
    

    

    
      Just then, Wang Yumei said weakly, "Xi’er, kill him!"
    

    

    
      Zhu Xixi took a deep breath, finally made her decision, and walked up to the shop attendant, stabbing the sword toward his chest.
    

    

    
      Just as the Demon Heir was about to die on the spot, Zhu Xixi’s body suddenly went limp—she collapsed to the ground, unable even to hold her sword, which clattered to the floor.
    

    

    
      This sudden twist stunned everyone. 
    

    

    
      No one knew what had happened to her.
    

    

    
      "Hahahaha——"
    

    

    
      The shop attendant burst into wild laughter, shaking the roof with his voice, full of vigor—his injuries were clearly healing.
    

    

    
      It was over.
    

    

    
      Everyone present felt a chill in their hearts.
    

    

    
      "What the hell are you screaming about? Can’t a man get some sleep?"
    

    

    
      At that moment, a grumbling voice came from above the rooftop.
    

    

    
      Everyone present was stunned.
    

    

    
      Someone was up there?
    

    

    
      Rumble rumble!
    

    

    
      Thunder boomed outside again, followed by a flash of lightning.
    

    

    
      A figure leapt down from the beam and landed lightly on the ground.
    

    

    
      Everyone saw clearly—this person wore a bamboo hat, dressed in coarse hemp clothes, with a black-sheathed long saber cradled in his arms, a bamboo stick between his lips, and a roguish arrogance between his brows.
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu suddenly felt his younger sister trembling violently. Her teeth were chattering, clearly terrified of the man before them.
    

    

    
      A flash of realization struck his mind—he guessed the man's identity.
    

    

    
      Mad Saber!
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      "It’s you?"
    

    

    
      In the corner, shackled and sealed by the Dragon-Locking Needle, Xiao Qianhao saw the man who had jumped down from the beam and his eyes turned red in an instant. He shouted, nearly leaping up from the ground.
    

    

    
      His face was ferocious, as if he wanted to tear the man apart. But as soon as he took a step, he was tripped by the heavy iron chains and fell flat on his face.
    

    

    
      That man was none other than the Mad Saber who had caused his father to be paralyzed and turn into a cripple!
    

    

    
      He never would have thought that the enemy he had searched for everywhere was hiding right above, on the beam. He hated himself for inspecting everyone in the inn but never thought to check the beam.
    

    

    
      His intense reaction made it easy for everyone present to guess the identity of this man.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the Mad Saber glanced at him, spat out the bamboo stick from his mouth, and said with a smile, "So it’s you. Of all people to offend, you dared to offend a Six Doors Authority expert. Bet you’ve learned your lesson now?"
    

    

    
      "I’m going to kill you… kill you!"
    

    

    
      Xiao Qianhao could not endure such mockery from his enemy. He scrambled up again, madly attempting to pounce.
    

    

    
      Then he was flicked over by a tap of the saber sheath’s butt, flipping in the air and struggling on the ground, unable to get up. Roars of fury and unwillingness came from his throat.
    

    

    
      The Mad Saber ignored him and looked at the people in the inn. 
    

    

    
      Some were paralyzed from poison, others gravely wounded and unable to rise. He laughed and said, "Didn’t expect such a lively scene after waking up.
    

    

    
      "The current Demon Heir of the Blood Demon Sect, a senior from the Xiaoshui Sect, and a Blue-Clad Constable of the Six Doors Authority. Such experts are rare even to encounter one on a normal day. Who would have thought they’d all gather in this inn? Truly brings joy to my heart."
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the shop attendant asked, "What joy is there?"
    

    

    
      The Mad Saber replied, "I’ve always loved to spar with others. Seeing three Fourth Grade experts today, naturally I can’t miss this opportunity. I must seek some guidance from the three of you."
    

    

    
      Everyone found his shamelessness outrageous. 
    

    

    
      All three were seriously injured, and yet he dared to take advantage and still talked as if it were honorable. 
    

    

    
      Their hearts were filled with disdain.
    

    

    
      The shop attendant said, "Isn’t your behavior rather inappropriate? All three of us are injured. Even if you win, it wouldn’t be a fair victory."
    

    

    
      The Mad Saber replied matter-of-factly, "If all three of you were in perfect condition, how would I dare to challenge you? Wouldn’t that be courting death?"
    

    

    
      The shop attendant sneered, "So you truly mean to strike while we’re down?"
    

    

    
      The Mad Saber suddenly laughed. "You’ve been stalling all this time. How much of your injury has healed?"
    

    

    
      His purpose being exposed startled the shop attendant, but he wasn’t afraid. 
    

    

    
      This man was only Sixth Grade in cultivation, nothing to fear. He sneered, "Enough to kill you."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, his left hand struck out, a thick stream of true qi bursting forth.
    

    

    
      Upon reaching Fourth Grade, one’s true qi became immensely powerful—capable of killing with a mere flower petal or leaf. Even without any weapon, the fierce qi alone could slay foes.
    

    

    
      This palm strike from a distance, if it landed, would be fatal.
    

    

    
      Just then, the shop attendant noticed several cold flashes shooting toward him. Alarmed, he could only muster his true qi in defense.
    

    

    
      His defensive qi managed to block three of the projectiles, but the fourth one broke through and his qi collapsed.
    

    

    
      A chill spread across his chest—he had been struck. 
    

    

    
      The biting cold pierced into his body, making him feel frozen stiff, invading his meridians.
    

    

    
      "What kind of true qi is this?"
    

    

    
      The shop attendant was horrified. Seeing the Mad Saber charging at him with his blade, he shouted, "I admit defeat!"
    

    

    
      The Mad Saber really did stop, his face revealing a strange expression. He praised, "As expected of a Demon Heir—flexible and adaptable. Truly a great man. But for everyone’s safety, I can’t just let you go."
    

    

    
      As he circulated his energy to expel the frigid true qi, he asked, "What do you intend to do?"
    

    

    
      The Mad Saber walked over to Xiao Qianhao, knocked him unconscious with a palm, then pulled out the Dragon-Locking Needle embedded in his Shanzhong vital point.
    

    

    
      Xiao Qianhao screamed as soon as it was pulled out, his whole body convulsing. 
    

    

    
      It looked as if worms were wriggling beneath his skin. His eyes rolled back, and he fainted again.
    

    

    
      This brutal scene made the Six Doors Authority constables watching twitch at their eyelids.
    

    

    
      To extract the Dragon-Locking Needle required a special method. 
    

    

    
      Forcibly pulling it out would cause a backlash of true qi, likely leading to qi deviation.
    

    

    
      He must have done it on purpose!
    

    

    
      The Mad Saber took the Dragon-Locking Needle and stood before the shop attendant. He said, "You have two choices. Let me seal your qi with this Dragon-Locking Needle, or I kill you now—to remove future trouble."
    

    

    
      The shop attendant’s face turned grim. Though it seemed like two choices, there was essentially no difference. 
    

    

    
      The only question was whether to die now or later.
    

    

    
      He hesitated.
    

    

    
      In that instant, the Dragon-Locking Needle in the Mad Saber’s hand shot out like lightning, piercing his Shanzhong point. Immediately, he felt all his qi sealed within. His vision went dark, and he nearly passed out.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the inn, everyone watched the Mad Saber drive the needle into the Demon Heir and felt a collective sense of relief—as if surviving a brush with death.
    

    

    
      The ones with the most complicated emotions were naturally Cheng Ruiwu and his sister. 
    

    

    
      They had come to take revenge on the Mad Saber, but in the end, it was this enemy who saved their lives.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Duan Peicheng struggled to his feet and cupped his hands. "Brother Wang, thank you for helping subdue the Demon Heir of the Blood Demon Sect——"
    

    

    
      "Lord Duan."
    

    

    
      The Mad Saber showed no gratitude. He calmly drew his saber and said, "Now it’s your turn. Come at me."
    

    

    
      At those words, Duan Peicheng was stunned, and his expression turned ugly.
    

    

    
      Everyone else was shocked as well. 
    

    

    
      They thought the Mad Saber was just toying with the Demon Heir. But now it seemed he truly meant to challenge all three Fourth Grade experts here?
    

    

    
      They couldn’t help but recall Xiao Qianhao’s earlier comment. 
    

    

    
      This man was indeed eccentric and unpredictable—truly mad.
    

    

    
      That was a Blue-Clad Constable of the Six Doors Authority, and he dared to challenge even him.
    

    

    
      Was he not afraid of retaliation later?
    

    

    
      Duan Peicheng said coldly, "What a Mad Saber indeed! Truly mad. Have you thought this through——"
    

    

    
      Before he could finish, the Mad Saber had already struck. 
    

    

    
      The move was the common "One Saber, Two Halves"—a vertical slash, but delivered at extreme speed.
    

    

    
      Normally, Duan Peicheng could have countered it easily. But now, poisoned and injured, he had no way to dodge. 
    

    

    
      He could only brace himself. 
    

    

    
      A loud clang echoed.
    

    

    
      He groaned, his treasured saber flying from his grip.
    

    

    
      He was sent flying and crashed to the ground, coughing blood, unable to rise for a long while.
    

    

    
      When had Duan Peicheng ever suffered such a humiliating defeat?
    

    

    
      Earlier, his clash with the Demon Heir had ended in mutual injury—that opponent was a Fourth Grade Martial Artist. But this Mad Saber? 
    

    

    
      At most Sixth Grade. If he weren’t injured, he could’ve slain him in a few moves.
    

    

    
      To lose to such a man was a great disgrace.
    

    

    
      Much of that blood he spat was from sheer rage.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the entire inn was so quiet, one could hear a pin drop.
    

    

    
      Unbeknownst to anyone, the rain outside had stopped at some point. 
    

    

    
      The wind had ceased as well, leaving behind a calmness after the storm.
    

    

    
      Everyone stared in shock as the Mad Saber showed no mercy, striking the already-injured Duan Peicheng so hard that he vomited blood and collapsed to the ground.
    

    

    
      He... was serious?
    

    

    
      They simply could not comprehend what benefit he could gain by offending a Fifth Grade Constable of the Six Doors Authority to such an extent.
    

    

    
      How was this any different from courting death?
    

    

    
      Once Duan Peicheng reported it, he would surely be listed on the wanted list, with his portrait plastered all over Jiangzhou. 
    

    

    
      From then on, he would have no place to stand in Jiangzhou.
    

    

    
      The moment he entered any city, the gate guards might recognize him. 
    

    

    
      At that time, what awaited him would be a siege by experts from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Just as everyone found it all unbelievable, the Mad Saber pointed his saber tip at Wang Yumei and said coldly, "Your turn."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Wang Yumei remained seated on the ground, unmoving with her eyes shut, turning a deaf ear to his words. She showed no intention of taking action.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, the Mad Saber still refused to let her go. He flicked a small stone, which struck Wang Yumei’s shoulder squarely. 
    

    

    
      Already severely wounded, she collapsed and could not get back up.
    

    

    
      "Stop!"
    

    

    
      "How dare you?"
    

    

    
      "Martial Aunt!"
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      The disciples of the Xiaoshui Sect saw their martial aunt humiliated in this way and were enraged, cursing him one after another.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the Mad Saber sheathed his saber and stood tall, face filled with arrogance.
    

    

    
      Just as Cheng Ruiwu was sweating on behalf of the Xiaoshui Sect disciples, the Mad Saber surprisingly did not press the matter. 
    

    

    
      He lifted the Demon Heir in one hand, the unconscious Deng Ziyang in the other, stepped out the door, and quickly disappeared into the night.
    

    

    
      Seeing this madman leave, everyone felt a sense of relief.
    

    

    
      Except for the people from the Six Doors Authority, who watched helplessly as a major merit slipped away. 
    

    

    
      That frustration—no one dared speak a word to stop him.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Time ticked by.
    

    

    
      Two hours later, Duan Peicheng, still seated on the ground, suddenly spat out a mouthful of black blood, then stood up with a dark expression and asked, "How’s your recovery coming along?"
    

    

    
      His subordinates replied one after another:
    

    

    
      "Recovered about forty to fifty percent."
    

    

    
      "Reporting to Lord Duan, seventy to eighty percent recovered."
    

    

    
      "You few, come with me. The rest stay here. Move out."
    

    

    
      Duan Peicheng took along several of the fastest recovering subordinates and gave chase.
    

    

    
      Not only to wipe away the disgrace, but also to retrieve the Demon Heir.
    

    

    
      If he could capture the Demon Heir and bring him back to the Six Doors Authority, it would be a great contribution.
    

    

    
      Such merit would be enough to exchange for a Peerless Divine Art.
    

    

    
      As long as there was even the slightest chance, he would not give up.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      A while later, Wang Yumei also completed her recovery, opened her eyes, and looked at the group of martial nieces around her. In a deep voice, she said, "Bring that rebellious disciple and return to the room."
    

    

    
      The female disciples, seeing she had finally recovered, breathed a sigh of relief. 
    

    

    
      They had a backbone again. 
    

    

    
      They went over, supported the still-recovering Zhu Xixi, and returned to the room together.
    

    

    
      Beside them, several young men asked Cheng Ruiwu, "Senior Brother, what do we do now?"
    

    

    
      Cheng Ruiwu glanced at his sister and saw she kept her head down without speaking. He sighed inwardly and said, "Since we’re already here, we might as well pay a visit to Uncle Wu."
    

    

    
      In Yujie City, the Cheng family had acquaintances—this was a good time to call on them.
    

    

    
      As for revenge, he didn’t bring it up, and Cheng Shiyi didn’t object either, which counted as silent agreement.
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      The so-called Mad Saber was naturally Chen Ming in disguise. 
    

    

    
      He held a person in one hand and moved at great speed, not taking the official roads, heading straight into the mountains.
    

    

    
      It had already been over two months since he left Qingfeng City, from the coldest days of winter to the early spring season now. 
    

    

    
      He had traveled across half of Jiangzhou, seven county cities, and fought across two thousand li.
    

    

    
      He had defeated a total of eighty-nine Sixth Grade Martial Artists. 
    

    

    
      Until half a month ago, he encountered the maniacal Xiao Qianhao.
    

    

    
      At that time, he was still short of several tens of thousands of experience points and had not broken through to Fifth Grade. 
    

    

    
      Against this proper Fifth Grade Expert, he had absolutely no chance of winning.
    

    

    
      That had been the toughest battle since he transmigrated. 
    

    

    
      In the end, he had to escape by jumping into the river, wounded, barely surviving.
    

    

    
      He even lost several thousand experience points.
    

    

    
      Although Chen Ming had escaped, Xiao Qianhao was like a shadow clinging to the bones. 
    

    

    
      No matter where he ran, this fellow would catch up quickly, with a frighteningly sharp sense of smell.
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, he had fled into Yujie County. 
    

    

    
      Today, he was almost caught again. 
    

    

    
      At the last moment, a spark of inspiration struck, and he dashed into this inn, hiding in the roof beams while no one noticed.
    

    

    
      As the saying went, “the darkest place is under the lamp.” 
    

    

    
      Sure enough, Xiao Qianhao didn’t notice anyone above the beam.
    

    

    
      Then, Chen Ming witnessed several intense dramas — not only did he see the Demon Heir, but he also ran into Deng Ziyang.
    

    

    
      At first, he had been poisoned too. However, after circulating his true qi for a few cycles, he expelled the poison completely. 
    

    

    
      It showed that his true qi was very special, even capable of easily removing such strange toxins.
    

    

    
      When he saw those three Fourth Grade Experts heavily injured and collapsed, he finally revealed himself.
    

    

    
      Such a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity — how could he possibly let it slip?
    

    

    
      Fourth Grade — more than ten levels higher than him. If he could win once, just how much experience would that be?
    

    

    
      As for taking advantage of others in their weakness, being cursed was Mad Saber's problem. What did it have to do with Chen Ming?
    

    

    
      【You defeated a LV58 enemy and gained 14,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You defeated a LV65 enemy and gained 26,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You defeated a LV66 enemy and gained 28,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You defeated a LV68 enemy and gained 32,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      One Fifth Grade, three Fourth Grade. 
    

    

    
      Altogether, exactly one hundred thousand experience points. 
    

    

    
      For him, that was a windfall.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      About half an hour later, Chen Ming dashed through the mountains and came upon a wooden cabin. 
    

    

    
      He carried the two people in his hands over to it.
    

    

    
      There was no one inside. 
    

    

    
      It seemed uninhabited for some time — probably built by a nearby hunter for winter overnight stays.
    

    

    
      He pushed the door open and entered, putting down the two people.
    

    

    
      The Demon Heir's face was pale as he glared at him with venomous eyes.
    

    

    
      Although Deng Ziyang still had his eyes closed, back on the road, a subtle change in his breathing had already betrayed him — he had awakened and was faking unconsciousness.
    

    

    
      Looking at the Demon Heir, Chen Ming said,"I’m quite curious about the Blood Demon Sect’s cultivation method. Could you perhaps take it out and let me take a look?"
    

    

    
      The Demon Heir sneered,"If I let you see it, will you let me go?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied,"I heard the Cult of Eternal Life’s cultivation methods are very unique and can choose their own master. I’m curious — if you die, would a manual drop out?"
    

    

    
      The Demon Heir’s expression changed slightly.
    

    

    
      Though this fellow’s wording was odd, he still understood the meaning.
    

    

    
      He gritted his teeth and said,"Let me go, and I’ll give you the 《Blood Demon Scripture》. With it, you’d become the current Demon Heir. As long as you seize the 《Blood Demon Scriptures》 from the other Demon Heirs, you can reach beyond First Grade and become the current Demon Lord!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed lightly,"I think you’ve misunderstood. I just want to have a look at the secrets of this 《Blood Demon Scripture》. I have no interest in cultivating such a demonic art."
    

    

    
      The most tempting feature of the 《Blood Demon Scripture》 was its ability to devour others’ true qi and refine other martial artists into Human Pills, a method to rapidly boost cultivation.
    

    

    
      Precisely due to this trait, the Blood Demon Sect used this technique to entice and corrupt small and mid-sized families. 
    

    

    
      Lacking cultivation methods, these people were stuck at a bottleneck and found it hard to resist the allure of the 《Blood Demon Scripture》.
    

    

    
      But to him, this thing was utterly useless.
    

    

    
      As long as he could continuously gain experience points, he could keep growing stronger. 
    

    

    
      No need to kill, no need to make enemies of the world — wasn’t that a hundred times better than the 《Blood Demon Scripture》?
    

    

    
      The Demon Heir didn’t believe him and sneered,"You're lying. A divine technique like the 《Blood Demon Scripture》—no one could resist its temptation. Let me tell you the truth. Even if you kill me, you won’t get the 《Blood Demon Scripture》. It will choose the next master on its own."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming became even more curious. 
    

    

    
      From his words, this technique not only had a physical form but even possessed self-awareness...
    

    

    
      Huh, wasn’t that basically a spiritual artifact?
    

    

    
      His interest was piqued. 
    

    

    
      He thought he might as well just kill the guy and see what this 《Blood Demon Scripture》 looked like.
    

    

    
      The Demon Heir seemed to sense the killing intent in his eyes and quickly changed his tone,"How about this — take a look at the 《Blood Demon Scripture》 first, then decide."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, a small bulge emerged at his brow, and seconds later, a drop of crimson blood seeped out.
    

    

    
      The blood rapidly unfolded, forming a page of text in midair.
    

    

    
      This phenomenon surprised Chen Ming a bit.
    

    

    
      This method had clearly surpassed the scope of ordinary martial arts. 
    

    

    
      The one who left this technique must have been of an extremely high level.
    

    

    
      With such thoughts, he was quickly absorbed by the text.
    

    

    
      The blood characters seemed to sense his gaze. 
    

    

    
      As he progressed, the characters rolled on their own, revealing the following content.
    

    

    
      These blood characters held a strange power. Though written in obscure and complex classical Chinese, the moment he saw them, he instinctively understood their meaning.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Deng Ziyang, sitting beside him, also opened his eyes, staring unblinkingly at the blood characters, reading hungrily.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      A long while later.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally finished reading, and asked with a hint of reluctance,"Why isn’t there an eighth and ninth level?"
    

    

    
      The blood characters had already disappeared, recondensing into a single drop of blood, merging back into the Demon Heir’s brow and vanishing.
    

    

    
      The Demon Heir appeared slightly exhausted and explained,"Only after breaking through to Third Grade and killing another Demon Heir, seizing his blood bead and merging it with mine, can the subsequent techniques be acquired."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood now — the Blood Demon Sect used a Gu-rearing method to select its successors.
    

    

    
      One had to admit, this 《Blood Demon Scripture》 was indeed something — worthy of being a peerless demonic technique passed down for thousands of years, never once severed.
    

    

    
      If he didn’t have the 《True Art of Two Principles》, he might have really been tempted to learn this technique.
    

    

    
      The truly miraculous parts of this demonic art would only begin to manifest after reaching Third Grade.
    

    

    
      Below Third Grade, aside from devouring and refining others’ true qi, its combat power wasn’t particularly impressive.
    

    

    
      That was exactly why this Demon Heir had been lying low in secret, even pushing another person to take his place under the title of Demon Heir, to attract attention in his stead.
    

    

    
      Just now at the inn, when facing the poisoned Wang Yumei, he still had to rely on a sneak attack to seriously injure her. Even so, he still took a palm strike.
    

    

    
      Against the poisoned Duan Peicheng, it was a mutual defeat. 
    

    

    
      A rather pathetic performance.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the Demon Heir seized the chance and asked,"How about it? If you learn this 《Blood Demon Scripture》, within a few years you could reach Third Grade. I’ll give you this blood bead, and you might even reach beyond First Grade. You just need to let——"
    

    

    
      Puchi!
    

    

    
      The Demon Heir only felt a pain in his chest. 
    

    

    
      Looking down, he saw a blade had pierced it. His face was full of disbelief, his lips moved slightly, seemingly wanting to say something.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already pulled the blade out. 
    

    

    
      Blood spurted up a meter high.
    

    

    
      The Demon Heir’s eyes quickly lost their light, dying with eyes wide open.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV65 enemy and gained 60,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at the system prompt in front of him, wiped the blood off his blade on the Demon Heir’s clothes, then sheathed the saber.
    

    

    
      Killing this kind of person gave him no psychological burden.
    

    

    
      At this moment, a drop of crimson blood oozed from the Demon Heir’s forehead, hovered briefly in the air, and then suddenly shot toward Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      "Scram!"
    

    

    
      With a look of disgust, he shouted.
    

    

    
      That blood bead seemed to sense his rejection. 
    

    

    
      It arced through the air, veered, and shot straight into Deng Ziyang’s forehead, disappearing without a trace.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang let out a miserable scream. 
    

    

    
      Veins bulged on his face, squirming beneath the skin like worms.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was somewhat surprised but powerless to stop it.
    

    

    
      That blood bead was too fast; he couldn’t react in time.
    

    

    
      This result was a bit unexpected.
    

    

    
      But, not entirely bad.
    

    

    
      Just like the Demon Heir said earlier, once Deng Ziyang cultivated the 《Blood Demon Scripture》, there would be no other path for him.
    

    

    
      If he wanted to live, he could only continue down this dark road.
    

    

    
      Now that the blood bead had chosen him, it meant he had become the new Demon Heir — a fate perhaps guided by destiny.
    

    

    
      After a while, Chen Ming saw that Deng Ziyang’s abnormal state had calmed, and he had returned to peace. 
    

    

    
      He sighed inwardly and left the wooden cabin.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Not long after, Deng Ziyang awoke from unconsciousness to find the Mad Saber gone, leaving only the corpse of the previous Demon Heir beside him.
    

    

    
      He sat in a daze for a moment, then recalled what had happened before fainting, and couldn’t help but lower his head to look at his hand.
    

    

    
      After the blood bead entered his body, he had broken through to the Sixth Grade Realm and condensed true qi.
    

    

    
      "He actually just left like that?"
    

    

    
      Actually, Deng Ziyang had vaguely sensed earlier that the Mad Saber didn’t seem to harbor malice toward him.
    

    

    
      Now it appeared his feeling had been right.
    

    

    
      Not only did the Mad Saber not kill him, he had even given him a tremendous opportunity. 
    

    

    
      Not just the blood bead, but also…
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang looked at the corpse beside him and took a deep breath.
    

    

    
      This was the corpse of a Fourth Grade Expert, which could be refined into a Fifth Grade Human Pill — enough to help him break through to Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      Originally, Deng Ziyang had been repulsed by the idea of refining a Human Pill.
    

    

    
      But the moment he thought of Zhu Xixi still in the inn, he couldn’t afford to care about anything else. 
    

    

    
      Without sufficient strength, how could he get her back?
    

    

    
      In his heart, Deng Ziyang silently vowed,"This favor, I will surely repay in the future!"
    

    

    
      Knowing this place wasn’t safe, he picked up the corpse beside him and left the wooden cabin, vanishing into the mountains.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      An hour later, Duan Peicheng arrived at the wooden cabin with several subordinates.
    

    

    
      Seeing the bloodstains on the ground and the fresh traces just left behind, his expression darkened. He furiously kicked over the pot propped up in the middle.
    

    

    
      One step too late!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Time to head back."
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chen Ming was already dozens of li away. 
    

    

    
      After taking care of Xiao Qianhao, he no longer needed to worry about being pursued.
    

    

    
      Moreover, he had just thoroughly offended that blue-clad constable surnamed Duan. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, he couldn’t continue using the identity of the Mad Saber.
    

    

    
      Though this trip had been filled with unexpected events and dangers, fortune had favored him. 
    

    

    
      Not only did he escape unscathed, he had also unexpectedly gained a huge amount of experience points — completing his mission ahead of schedule.
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, he cheerfully opened the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 49】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 160000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level Complete), True Art of Two Principles (Fourth Level 546781/600000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastered), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastered), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastered), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastered), Vermilion Bird Sword Technique (Proficient 21/500000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Technique: Disguise Technique (Mastered)】
    

    

    
      He had now accumulated enough experience points to break through to Fifth Grade at any time. 
    

    

    
      It could be said he returned fully loaded.
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      Chapter 118: The Changes in Qingfeng City
    

    

    
      Seven or eight days later, Chen Ming had already entered the territory of Qingfeng County. 
    

    

    
      At this time, he had changed his appearance again, dressed like a traveling merchant. 
    

    

    
      Along the road, there were quite a few merchants like him, heading to Qingfeng County for goods. 
    

    

    
      It drew no attention at all.
    

    

    
      There was only one day’s journey left to Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      At noon, Chen Ming was squatting by a roadside tea stall, gnawing on dry rations with a bowl of hot tea, together with several other merchants.
    

    

    
      They were resting their feet.
    

    

    
      The tea stall was packed with people, chatting about everything under the sun.
    

    

    
      "...Qingfeng City is prosperous with merchants and travelers. In many ways, it’s not inferior to Jiangzhou City. Only one thing is lacking—there are no sects, and few experts. The youngsters at home have no way to learn martial arts."
    

    

    
      "Haha, Brother Wang, that’s old news. Two months ago, a Third Grade Expert arrived in Qingfeng City and prepared to establish a sect named Dragon Tiger Sect. Then, last month, another formidable expert came and formed the Red Sea Gang."
    

    

    
      "Is that true?"
    

    

    
      "Absolutely true. The Dragon Tiger Sect has spread word of recruiting disciples. The young people of Qingfeng City are all eager to join. The Red Sea Gang also recruited many, sweeping away the small gangs like withered leaves..."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming listened to their discussion, his brows furrowing involuntarily.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected so much to have happened in Qingfeng City during his two-month absence.
    

    

    
      What concerned him the most was that Third Grade Expert who had come to establish a sect in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Senior Shang had once sworn never to allow another Third Grade to set foot in Qingfeng City. Zhao Shouchang was already an exception. 
    

    

    
      Now, another Third Grade had appeared.
    

    

    
      It seemed like Senior Shang had not intervened in this matter.
    

    

    
      Could something have really happened?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but feel a bit uneasy.
    

    

    
      Just then, a sentence caught his attention: "Brother, have you come across a young man named Ding Guangnan? He should be in his early twenties. He came to Qingfeng City more than a year ago..."
    

    

    
      Ding Guangnan?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found it odd. 
    

    

    
      That name had nearly faded from his memory, yet now someone brought it up.
    

    

    
      He turned his head and saw a middle-aged man asking. 
    

    

    
      The man looked rather disheveled, carrying luggage, a long sword at his waist, and a gourd hanging from the other side.
    

    

    
      Even from a distance, one could smell the alcohol on him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only glanced once and then withdrew his gaze.
    

    

    
      He was now just a merchant from out of town.
    

    

    
      "No."
    

    

    
      "Haven’t heard of him."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      Those asked all shook their heads, saying they had never heard of that person.
    

    

    
      That middle-aged man was quite persistent. He asked everyone in the tea stall, yet no one knew. In the end, he left the tea stall and walked toward Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      He didn’t ask Chen Ming or the others squatting by the road. 
    

    

    
      They clearly looked like merchants from other places—no need to ask them.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at his desolate back and couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.
    

    

    
      That man was probably a relative of Ding Guangnan. 
    

    

    
      Once he arrived in Qingfeng City and learned of what had happened to Ding Guangnan, he would be heartbroken.
    

    

    
      Although the incident happened a year ago, it had caused quite a stir at the time. 
    

    

    
      Surely, many still remembered. 
    

    

    
      Once that middle-aged man reached Qingfeng City, it wouldn’t take long before he learned the truth.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "A-Tu, let’s go."
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man called out to Chen Ming after finishing his dry rations.
    

    

    
      He clapped his hands, stood up, and followed at the rear.
    

    

    
      That middle-aged man’s surname was Luo. 
    

    

    
      Everyone called him Old Luo. 
    

    

    
      He claimed to be in the spice business. 
    

    

    
      A warmhearted person, a few days ago, he had noticed Chen Ming traveling alone and took the initiative to strike up a conversation, even inviting him to travel together.
    

    

    
      At first, Chen Ming thought he was a conman. But after several days together, he realized that Old Luo was genuinely kind-hearted. 
    

    

    
      Knowing it was Chen Ming’s first time doing business, he took extra care of him, teaching him many things—precautions for traveling the martial world and business insights.
    

    

    
      All of this was based on experience. For a young man just starting out, such guidance was invaluable. It could save him from many detours.
    

    

    
      Thus, Chen Ming had a good impression of Old Luo.
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, night had fallen.
    

    

    
      Following Old Luo and the others, Chen Ming arrived at a small town near Qingfeng City and stayed at an inn, in the cheapest shared sleeping quarters.
    

    

    
      For merchants like them, saving money was the priority.
    

    

    
      "My son is a few years younger than you. He’s learning martial arts from a fist master."
    

    

    
      As the evening was still early, after dinner, Old Luo and Chen Ming squatted under the eaves, chatting casually. "I don’t expect him to become a great martial artist. Just knowing a bit of hand-to-hand combat is enough. He can come out with me to do business in the future and have some means to defend himself. The world isn’t very peaceful nowadays."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming listened quietly beside him, seldom speaking. His current persona was that of a reserved, taciturn type.
    

    

    
      As they spoke, they suddenly heard a commotion outside.
    

    

    
      Many people rushed out to watch the excitement, but Old Luo advised, "When you're out and about, don’t stir up trouble. Don’t get involved in anything, even if it seems lively. You might get caught up in something unnecessary."
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming nodded.
    

    

    
      After a while, the commotion outside grew louder—it seemed a fight had broken out.
    

    

    
      A little later, things finally quieted down.
    

    

    
      When the people who had gone out to watch returned, they said a few young women had arrived, wanting a few premium rooms. But the premium rooms were already full, so the women approached those staying there to negotiate. 
    

    

    
      A disagreement broke out—and then the fighting started.
    

    

    
      Those who had gone to watch all remarked how stunning those martial women were, and how domineering. 
    

    

    
      The people they beat up were left in a miserable state.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Chen Ming thought to himself—could they be from the Xiaoshui Sect?
    

    

    
      When he heard of young martial women, Xiaoshui Sect was the first that came to his mind.
    

    

    
      Of course, the conflicts of martial world folk were far removed from these merchants—just something to chat idly about after meals.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      By noon the next day, their group finally arrived at Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Old Luo needed to go to the east side of the city—there was the largest spice market in Jiangzhou over there. Before parting, he said, "A-Tu, I’ll be staying in the city for a month or two. If you run into any trouble, come find me at the Jiang Clan Assembly Hall on the east side. At the very least, I can get you a bowl of rice."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded and turned to merge into the crowd.
    

    

    
      Soon after, he turned left and right into a deserted alley. 
    

    

    
      After a moment, his appearance had completely changed, wearing a different set of clothes, and walked out from the other end of the alley.
    

    

    
      No one noticed that a young man named "Run Tu" had vanished forever into that alley.
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming assumed a new identity, he swaggered into the Drunken Immortal Tower, planning to enjoy a good meal.
    

    

    
      For the past three months, he had been away, spending most of his time on the road. He hadn't been picky about food—carbohydrates came from dry rations, protein mostly from dried meat.
    

    

    
      Today, he could finally have a proper meal.
    

    

    
      He requested a private room and ordered a full table of fine dishes, tasting them one by one.
    

    

    
      Halfway through the meal, he suddenly heard a commotion outside. 
    

    

    
      At first, he paid it no mind, but the argument grew louder and burrowed into his ears.
    

    

    
      "...That so-called number one expert of the younger generation is nothing more than a coward. Our Hall Master personally issued a challenge, yet he didn’t dare to accept. What a joke."
    

    

    
      Another voice retorted passionately, "He entered seclusion three months ago—everyone in Qingfeng City knows this! Your Hall Master chose this exact time to challenge him. What a crafty plan..."
    

    

    
      Hmm?
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming listened, something felt off.
    

    

    
      Number one expert of the younger generation... entered seclusion for three months...
    

    

    
      This... are they talking about me?
    

    

    
      "Seclusion? I say he’s just scared, too timid to face the fight."
    

    

    
      "Nonsense... Back then, Chen Ming executed a Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy in public. Would someone like him ever fear a mere Hall Master from the Red Sea Gang?"
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      They really are talking about me!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself that quite a lot had happened during his “seclusion.”
    

    

    
      He wondered what cultivation level that Hall Master from the Red Sea Gang had?
    

    

    
      To dare challenge him—it was probably Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      While listening to the argument outside, he continued savoring his meal with great interest.
    

    

    
      By the time he had nearly finished eating, the two quarreling groups had also wrapped up and left separately.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a bit surprised. 
    

    

    
      With how heated it got, neither side ended up fighting.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Not until the middle of the night did Chen Ming sneak back home by climbing over the wall in the dark.
    

    

    
      Though the past three months had brought storms to Qingfeng City, with many formidable outsiders stirring up chaos, it seemed the Chen Residence had remained unaffected.
    

    

    
      Everything at home was the same as before—nothing had changed since he left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming silently returned to his courtyard and saw Chunxiang keeping watch at the door.
    

    

    
      "Who’s there?"
    

    

    
      Chunxiang was extremely alert. 
    

    

    
      Noticing a shadow in the darkness, she immediately picked up a dagger.
    

    

    
      "It’s me."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked over.
    

    

    
      Hearing his voice, Chunxiang trembled. 
    

    

    
      When she saw his face clearly, tears streamed down her cheeks. 
    

    

    
      She covered her mouth tightly, afraid she might cry out loud.
    

    

    
      Seeing her like this, Chen Ming knew she must have endured a lot these past three months. 
    

    

    
      Feeling a bit of pity, he walked over and patted her head. "You’ve had a hard time."
    

    

    
      Chunxiang cried even harder, yet shook her head desperately. After a while, she said with a sobbing voice, "Young Master, you’ve finally returned..."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Where’s Xiaxiang?"
    

    

    
      "She’s inside, asleep... We take turns keeping watch. I’ll go wake her."
    

    

    
      "No need. Let her sleep." Chen Ming pulled her to sit beside him and said, "Come, tell me what happened during the three months I was gone."
    

    

    
      Chunxiang hadn’t yet calmed from her emotional excitement. Hearing his words, she didn’t know where to begin.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming poured her a cup of water and asked, "I heard someone issued a challenge to me last month?"
    

    

    
      Chunxiang nervously took the cup. Hearing his words, she was startled. "You already knew?"
    

    

    
      "Mm, I heard about it on the way back. The Red Sea Gang didn’t trouble my big brother, did they?"
    

    

    
      "They tried to force their way in, but luckily Miss Zhao arrived in time and stopped them. Otherwise..."
    

    

    
      "Miss Zhao?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, "Is it the same Miss Zhao who visited before? She came back?"
    

    

    
      "Mm, she returned a month after you entered seclusion. Upon learning you were in seclusion, she didn’t disturb us. She just instructed the maids to notify her once you came out."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Then I must find a chance to thank her properly."
    

    

    
      If not for her stopping them, the false seclusion might have been exposed. 
    

    

    
      That could have led to suspicion, possibly linking him to the Mad Saber.
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      Chapter 119: Wind and Rain Approaching
    

    

    
      The news of Chen Ming emerging from seclusion quickly spread throughout the Chen Residence. 
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was the first to hear it. 
    

    

    
      He was just having breakfast, and upon hearing it, he dropped his bowl and ran out.
    

    

    
      "Second Uncle is out of seclusion!"
    

    

    
      Just past her fifth birthday, Chen Lirong let out an excited scream, jumped down from her chair, and followed behind her father with stumbling steps.
    

    

    
      The nursemaid behind her, afraid she might fall, quickly chased after her, shouting, "Little Ancestor, slow down!"
    

    

    
      Already nine years old, Chen Lide froze for a moment, then quickly shoved the meat from his bowl into his mouth before rushing off.
    

    

    
      Only after everyone had left did Madam Wei suddenly come to her senses, "Quick… quick…", her face filled with excitement as she ran toward Erlang’s courtyard.
    

    

    
      "Madam, be careful."
    

    

    
      Two maids nearby hurried to support her.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Big Brother."
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming saw his big brother running over, he stepped forward with a smile and called out.
    

    

    
      They hadn’t seen each other in three months. His big brother’s beard had grown longer, and he had put on some weight, making him look more imposing.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was also sizing up his younger brother. His hair had grown longer, and a short stubble had appeared around his lips, but other than that, nothing much had changed.
    

    

    
      He didn’t say anything, only nodded.
    

    

    
      It was just seclusion, nothing major.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Big Brother, while I was in seclusion, has everything been well at home?"
    

    

    
      Chen Rui said, "Everything’s been fine."
    

    

    
      "Second Uncle!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Lirong ran over and leapt into Chen Ming’s arms, wrapping her arms around his neck, "You’re finally out of seclusion."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up his little niece and kissed her cheek, "Haven’t seen you for a few months, and you’ve gotten chubbier."
    

    

    
      "It tickles——"
    

    

    
      The little girl burst into giggles as his stubble poked her.
    

    

    
      "Second Uncle!"
    

    

    
      Chen Lide also came over, the meat in his mouth already swallowed. He tried his best to appear calm and composed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reached over and patted his head, saying with satisfaction, "You’ve grown taller again."
    

    

    
      At this moment, his sister-in-law also came over. She looked noticeably rounder and was being supported by two maids. When she saw him, her eyes turned red, "Erlang, you’re finally out of seclusion."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but chuckle, "Sister-in-law, what’s this all about? I only went into seclusion for a bit."
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Lirong in his arms shouted, "Mother has a baby in her belly. She was worried Second Uncle wouldn’t get to see the baby born…"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming exclaimed with joy, "Is that true?"
    

    

    
      Chen Rui nodded, "Yes, it’s been four months."
    

    

    
      "That’s wonderful news!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was very pleased.
    

    

    
      In ancient times, the continuation of the bloodline was extremely important. 
    

    

    
      Now that the Chen family was becoming more and more prosperous, the more descendants the better. 
    

    

    
      Even ten or eight wouldn’t be too many.
    

    

    
      Since Chen Ming was still unwilling to marry, his sister-in-law Madam Wei would just have to work a little harder and bear a few more.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Less than two hours later, Zhang Mingyu received the news and rushed over. 
    

    

    
      The first thing he asked upon seeing Chen Ming was, "Did you break through to Fifth Grade?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled, "It’s not that easy."
    

    

    
      Although he could break through at any moment now, the current situation in Qingfeng City was a bit chaotic. 
    

    

    
      Several groups of river-crossing dragons had arrived. 
    

    

    
      He decided to play it safe for now and avoid drawing too much attention.
    

    

    
      Moreover, he planned to challenge all the Sixth Grade Martial Artists in Qingfeng City over the next few days and then reap a wave at the end.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Zhang Mingyu actually breathed a sigh of relief, "It’s just that your cultivation had been progressing too quickly before, I thought…"
    

    

    
      The two had just sat down when Gu Yuantao also arrived. He looked over Chen Ming a few times and said, "You didn’t break through to Fifth Grade?"
    

    

    
      Although it was a question, his tone was affirming.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Zhang Mingyu exchanged a glance and couldn’t help but laugh.
    

    

    
      He laughed and said, "How could it be that easy?"
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao didn’t know what they were laughing about, nor did he care. He simply said, "I want to spar with you again."
    

    

    
      That was his true purpose for coming.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Sure, but let’s have a cup of tea first."
    

    

    
      He had just brewed some tea and poured three cups. He asked, "Where’s Brother Weihao?"
    

    

    
      "In seclusion," Gu Yuantao replied, picking up a cup and taking a sip. 
    

    

    
      Suddenly, his gaze froze, and he stared at the tea for a few seconds.
    

    

    
      "He broke through to Sixth Grade?"
    

    

    
      "Yes." Gu Yuantao took another sip before setting down the cup.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grew a little worried. "You left him alone at the Gu Family?"
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao said, "One of his uncles arrived. He’s a Fourth Grade." 
    

    

    
      After a slight pause, he asked, "Where did you get this tea?"
    

    

    
      Seeing his interest in the tea, Chen Ming waved Spring Fragrance over and asked, "Where did this tea come from?"
    

    

    
      Spring Fragrance replied, "It was a gift from Young Master Zhao."
    

    

    
      Young Master Zhao was naturally Zhao Xiyan. 
    

    

    
      Since she always dressed as a man when visiting, she was referred to as Young Master Zhao.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked Gu Yuantao, "Is there something wrong with the tea?"
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao said lightly, "This is Blackbone Spirit Tea, one of the Nine Great Spirit Teas. Extremely rare, produced only on Black Jade Island overseas. It is a tribute tea."
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu, beside them, looked in shock at the tea in his hand and exclaimed, "It’s actually the Blackbone Spirit Tea, worth its weight in gold! This is one of the rare treasures in the world that can enhance cultivation. Junior Brother, your friend actually gave you such a precious gift."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was also quite surprised. Seeing Spring Fragrance’s uneasy expression, he didn’t say much and waved her away.
    

    

    
      He took a sip of the spirit tea. 
    

    

    
      As expected, it was sweet and refreshing, leaving a lingering aftertaste. 
    

    

    
      A cool sensation rose in his lower abdomen and quickly merged with his true qi, though the growth in true qi was almost imperceptible.
    

    

    
      He smiled and said, "Good things should be shared with friends. If you like it, take some with you when you leave."
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu quickly declined, "That won’t do, it’s too valuable. One should not accept rewards without merit."
    

    

    
      Just then, someone else arrived. This time, it was Feng Siyuan. As soon as he entered the courtyard, he shouted, "Brother Chen, you’re finally out of seclusion! You have no idea how many big things happened while you were away... Huh, you have guests."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Perfect timing, let me introduce you."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After introducing them, Chen Ming said, "I was just about to ask you, the founder of Dragon Tiger Sect—what’s his background?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan eagerly answered, "You’re asking the right person. His surname is Pang. He’s actually of the Qin Family bloodline, an illegitimate child of one of their elders. The Qin Family has long coveted the profits of maritime trade, but for certain reasons, they’ve never dared to set foot in Qingfeng City. This time, for some unknown reason, they dared to send Pang Shaoxuan to found a sect here. He’s not here with good intentions."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but feel enlightened.
    

    

    
      The Qin Family was one of the three great aristocratic families of Jiangzhou. 
    

    

    
      Now that they were reaching into Qingfeng City, the Seven Great Maritime Traders naturally saw them as a serious threat.
    

    

    
      But how did the Qin Family know that the restriction on Qingfeng City had been lifted?
    

    

    
      Could it be that Senior Shang’s incident was related to the Qin Family?
    

    

    
      A top-tier aristocratic family like the Qin Family would certainly have a First Grade Expert presiding. If anyone in Jiangzhou could threaten Senior Shang, the Qin Family would definitely be one.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked again, "What about the Red Sea Gang?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan said, "Pan Chihai of the Red Sea Gang is an outer disciple of the Wushan Sect. Heh, though he’s called an outer disciple, he’s cultivating one of the three divine arts of the Wushan Sect, the 《Nine Dragons Trample the Sea》. Who doesn’t know what that means?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded. The Wushan Sect was one of the four great sects of Jiangzhou, an ancient sect with a thousand-year heritage.
    

    

    
      These top aristocratic families and sects were all sending people to Qingfeng City. 
    

    

    
      Clearly, they were drawn by the enormous profits of maritime trade and wanted a piece of the pie.
    

    

    
      The Seven Great Maritime Traders wouldn’t hand over their interests so easily. 
    

    

    
      A clash was inevitable.
    

    

    
      It was foreseeable that Qingfeng City would only grow more chaotic.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan continued, "While you were in seclusion, one of Pan Chihai’s hall masters came to challenge you, clearly trying to make a name for himself by defeating you. They have sinister intentions. They want to crush the young experts of Qingfeng City and establish the Red Sea Gang’s invincible reputation."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed, "Then he picked the wrong opponent."
    

    

    
      He changed the subject, "But I’m afraid the Red Sea Gang’s leader is quite protective. I don’t want to provoke him into action. I’ll avoid conflict for now."
    

    

    
      "Would he dare?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan quickly said, "Don’t worry. Our Seven Great Trading Companies will never allow him to break the martial world’s rules and bully the young with the old."
    

    

    
      Martial world rules only held sway when the powerful needed them.
    

    

    
      Right now, in Qingfeng City, the Seven Great Trading Companies clearly needed to use those rules to restrain the Dragon Tiger Sect and Red Sea Gang. In short, it was all a game of power.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t mind being used as a pawn—so long as the rewards were worth it. It all depended on how sincere the Seven Great Trading Companies were.
    

    

    
      He had made his stance clear. Now it was up to Feng Siyuan to discuss the outcome with his father.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After nightfall, the guests departed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat in the courtyard, sipping tea, watching the tender green leaves newly sprouting from the parasol tree, savoring this long-lost tranquility.
    

    

    
      "You didn’t break through to Fifth Grade?"
    

    

    
      The sudden voice shattered the peaceful atmosphere.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t turn around, merely smiled and asked in return, "Disappointed?"
    

    

    
      He saw Zhao Xiyan in white robes, holding a folded fan, walk over from the gate and sit across from him, studying him with a puzzled expression. "Strange, I can’t quite see through your cultivation anymore. What technique are you cultivating?"
    

    

    
      Her curiosity finally got the better of her.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t hide it. "Have you heard of the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》?"
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan’s eyes first showed surprise, then realization. "So it’s that technique."
    

    

    
      She didn’t ask how he obtained it. 
    

    

    
      After a moment of thought, she said, "This technique involves serious trouble. Don’t ever tell anyone. If someone asks, just say it came from me."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming poured her a cup of tea and said, "Thank you for the Blackbone Spirit Tea. I really like it."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan’s expression softened, her eyes gleaming with joy. She said gently, "If you like it, I’ll bring you more when you run out."
    

    

    
      He asked, "Why did you come back?"
    

    

    
      "I heard that Father wiped out the Blood Demon Sect and even captured the Demon Heir. I figured Qingfeng City wouldn’t be dangerous anymore, so I bade farewell to Grandmother and returned to the frontlines."
    

    

    
      In other words, Zhao Shouchang hadn’t summoned her back—she had insisted on returning to Qingfeng City of her own accord.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said nothing more and quietly refilled her cup.
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      Zhao Xiyan had a few cups of tea before leaving. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched her depart, then drank the last sip of tea, savoring the slight bitterness and returning sweetness.
    

    

    
      After sitting a while longer, estimating that Zhao Xiyan had gone far enough, he returned to the house, blew out the lamp, changed into night attire, and quietly stepped out.
    

    

    
      He moved swiftly. 
    

    

    
      Along the way, Chen Ming noticed a few others traveling the same path. 
    

    

    
      They merely glanced at each other from a distance before diverging their routes and avoiding further interaction.
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, the northern part of the city was reached.
    

    

    
      Outside the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion, all was quiet. 
    

    

    
      The overgrown wall, covered with all sorts of vegetation, isolated the mansion, which had been abandoned for over twenty years.
    

    

    
      Dressed in night attire, Chen Ming arrived at the front gate and raised his hand to knock twice.
    

    

    
      Bang bang.
    

    

    
      In the stillness of the night, the knocking echoed far and wide.
    

    

    
      He spoke, "Senior Shang, it’s me. I’ve come to see you."
    

    

    
      After waiting a moment, he took a deep breath and pushed at the gate with his hand.
    

    

    
      This Senior Shang was a thick thigh he had managed to cling onto. 
    

    

    
      Without knowing Senior Shang’s current condition, he could not feel at ease.
    

    

    
      Especially given how complicated the situation had become.
    

    

    
      That Third Grade expert from the Qin Family had entered the city more than a month ago, yet Senior Shang hadn’t made a move. If something had happened, it must’ve occurred before that.
    

    

    
      At present, the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion shouldn’t pose much danger.
    

    

    
      So thought Chen Ming, though he still felt a little nervous.
    

    

    
      "Is that you?"
    

    

    
      Just as his hand touched the gate, a voice suddenly came from the side.
    

    

    
      Someone was there?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s hair stood on end, and he instinctively grasped the sword hilt. But he quickly recognized the owner of the voice and relaxed his grip.
    

    

    
      He turned around—behind him stood a white-clad woman of ethereal beauty, her face veiled. In the moonlight, she looked like a banished celestial being.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked in surprise, "Miss Su, why are you here?"
    

    

    
      This white-clad woman was a disciple of Heaven's Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      Three months ago, tricked by Du Caiyue, she had protected him for two days.
    

    

    
      The people from the Blood Demon Sect had all been captured and long sent to the capital. Why was she still in Qingfeng City?
    

    

    
      Her gaze was like lightning. "I should be the one asking you that—what are you doing here?"
    

    

    
      In a flash of thought, Chen Ming decided to be honest. "I’m here to find a senior. What about you, Miss?"
    

    

    
      "You know Shang Jianfei? But your true qi doesn’t come from Qinghe Sword Sect,"she remarked with some suspicion.
    

    

    
      It seemed she not only knew Senior Shang, but also his background well.
    

    

    
      Chances were, Senior Shang’s identity wasn’t much of a secret to those major sects.
    

    

    
      How good it must feel to be from a major sect.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt envious and said, "You’re here to see Senior Shang too? Then let’s go together."
    

    

    
      With this disciple from Heaven's Path Alliance around, the safety level would greatly increase.
    

    

    
      Not just because of her strength, but also because of Heaven's Path Alliance’s notorious protectiveness. 
    

    

    
      Hurt a junior member, and the elders would definitely come for you.
    

    

    
      And if you managed to kill the elder as well—congratulations. 
    

    

    
      A sword would soon descend from the heavens and turn you into dust.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming spoke, he gave the gate a strong push. 
    

    

    
      With a creak, the gate slowly opened.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman looked at the opening gate and fell silent for two seconds. "You actually… opened it?"
    

    

    
      Seeing her unusually startled reaction, Chen Ming involuntarily swallowed, looking at the eerily quiet courtyard behind the door. He let out an awkward laugh. "I didn’t even push that hard…"
    

    

    
      Judging by her reaction, the door wasn’t supposed to open.
    

    

    
      Now that it did, what did that mean?
    

    

    
      She seemed to realize the same. 
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she dashed forward, disappearing through the gate.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t hesitate and followed.
    

    

    
      With her scouting ahead, what was there to fear?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion, deathly silence reigned. 
    

    

    
      Not a single sign of life was visible, casting an eerie and foreboding atmosphere.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt that something was off. 
    

    

    
      He had been here many times before, but never had he experienced such a feeling.
    

    

    
      "Something must have happened here."
    

    

    
      The further he walked in, the thicker that deathly stillness became.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman walking ahead of him seemed as if she had been here before and headed straight in the direction of the courtyard where Senior Shang resided.
    

    

    
      Before long, the two arrived outside the courtyard, one in front and one behind, stopping simultaneously.
    

    

    
      At the entrance to the courtyard, one white and one green stream of true force intertwined, blocking their path.
    

    

    
      After reaching the Third Grade, one's true qi would transform into true force—indestructible, with immense power.
    

    

    
      "Two streams of true force! There’s indeed an enemy here."
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Chen Ming first felt relieved—it proved Senior Shang was still alive. But then, his heart tightened. 
    

    

    
      He suddenly realized who the owner of the other force was…
    

    

    
      So, Miss Su wasn’t here to find Senior Shang. 
    

    

    
      She was here for her master—the owner of that other force.
    

    

    
      Entangled with Senior Shang was a Heaven's Path Alliance expert!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed inwardly. 
    

    

    
      People from Heaven's Path Alliance really were as meddlesome as the rumors said. They had come to deal with people from the Blood Demon Sect, and somehow ended up at the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      The only thing unclear was why this expert of Heaven's Path Alliance was interfering with Senior Shang’s matters.
    

    

    
      "Master! You really are here."
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman’s tone carried some emotion.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, so it’s her master. 
    

    

    
      No wonder. 
    

    

    
      He had wondered how Heaven's Path Alliance could let such a naive and trusting girl roam the martial world—turns out, she was following her master.
    

    

    
      Then he thought again, her master didn’t seem too reliable either. 
    

    

    
      Coming to confront Senior Shang without even informing his disciple, leaving her searching for months.
    

    

    
      Then, seeing the white-clad woman adopting a listening posture but hearing no sound, he guessed her master must be transmitting his voice telepathically.
    

    

    
      "Your cultivation has progressed faster than I expected."
    

    

    
      Suddenly, an old voice echoed in his ears. 
    

    

    
      It was indeed Senior Shang’s voice, though no longer stammering like last time.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately straightened up, knowing that Senior Shang must have something to instruct him, hence calling him in.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman had been searching for her master for months. 
    

    

    
      Even after finding the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion, she had been unable to enter. 
    

    

    
      This alone showed that Senior Shang had suppressed the Heaven's Path Alliance expert.
    

    

    
      "I want you to do me a favor."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart shook. 
    

    

    
      What kind of favor did this senior need from him? But he had no way to transmit sound, so after glancing at the white-clad woman who kept nodding, he could only nod as well.
    

    

    
      Since he had asked, Chen Ming could only agree for now.
    

    

    
      "When you’ve cultivated the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 to the Fourth Grade, come find me and help me with something."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but glance again at the white-clad woman ahead, wondering, would the senior really still be around by then?
    

    

    
      It was as if Shang Jianfei saw through his thoughts and transmitted, "You don’t need to worry about her. She won’t report this to Heaven's Path Alliance."
    

    

    
      This truly surprised Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      What kind of method did Senior Shang possess to ensure her obedience?
    

    

    
      Could it be…
    

    

    
      As his thoughts wandered, a streak of green and a streak of white light flew out from the courtyard and hovered before him.
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei’s voice rang out again, "This is your reward."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart jolted. To give a reward before the task—Senior Shang truly kept to his word.
    

    

    
      Looking carefully, he saw that within the two streams of true force were two items. Inside the white force was a metallic token bearing the character ‘Yuan.’
    

    

    
      Within the green force was a small sword made of white jade.
    

    

    
      He reached out his hand, the true force dispersed, and the two items fell into his palm.
    

    

    
      "Now, you may leave. Before reaching the Fourth Grade, do not return here."
    

    

    
      Although Chen Ming didn’t know what use these two items held, anything given by an expert above First Grade surely couldn’t be ordinary. 
    

    

    
      He respectfully bowed toward the courtyard, then decisively turned and left.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      As soon as Chen Ming exited the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion, he activated his movement technique and dashed toward home.
    

    

    
      Right now, he just wanted to get back quickly and study what those two items were for.
    

    

    
      After traveling some distance, he suddenly stopped and turned around, politely asking, "Miss Su, why are you following me?"
    

    

    
      Senior Shang hadn’t silenced the white-clad woman.
    

    

    
      To be honest, this didn’t surprise him. 
    

    

    
      Clearly, the token wrapped in white true force had been given by that Heaven's Path Alliance expert.
    

    

    
      This small detail showed that the Heaven's Path Alliance expert must have reached some kind of agreement with Senior Shang.
    

    

    
      Which raised the question—why would they cooperate? Weren’t they supposed to be opponents?
    

    

    
      The more he thought about it, the more unsettling it became.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman stopped four or five meters behind him, her clear gaze filled with determination. "Master instructed me to stay by your side, not leaving even half a step, until you reach the Fourth Grade."
    

    

    
      "Last time, Miss Su said that men and women should maintain distance. That it’s improper to stay too close."
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman replied calmly, "This is my master’s order."
    

    

    
      Seeing her like this, Chen Ming suddenly understood. 
    

    

    
      No wonder Senior Shang dared to give the reward in advance—he had sent someone to keep an eye on him.
    

    

    
      If he dared to go back on his word, he would likely face the blade of this Heaven's Path Alliance disciple.
    

    

    
      He coaxed gently, "Have you thought about why your master wants you to follow me? What exactly happened between him and Senior Shang?"
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman’s gaze didn’t waver. She only said, "Whatever Master instructs me to do, I will do."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was speechless. 
    

    

    
      He didn’t know what kind of brainwashing her master had done to make her this obedient.
    

    

    
      Still unwilling to give up, he said, "You following me like this will cause many inconveniences."
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman replied, "When there are crowds, I will keep hidden."
    

    

    
      Seeing that she wouldn’t yield no matter what, Chen Ming gave up. 
    

    

    
      He couldn’t beat her anyway. He figured if she wanted to follow him, let her. Treating her as a free bodyguard didn’t sound too bad.
    

    

    
      With that thought, he stopped paying attention to her and continued on his way.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      By the time Chen Ming returned home, it was already the third night watch.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman followed him the whole way. When she climbed over the wall into the Chen Residence, she didn’t hesitate at all. 
    

    

    
      She followed him into his courtyard, but when she saw him enter the house, she hesitated, did not go in, and stayed in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Seeing that she wasn’t entering, Chen Ming closed the door. He didn’t light a lamp. 
    

    

    
      He just sat in front of the bed and took out the two items for a closer look.
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      Two items—one was a small sword carved from pure white mutton-fat jade, crystal clear and radiant with divine light. 
    

    

    
      At a glance, it was clear this was no ordinary item.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming held it in his hand and faintly sensed that there seemed to be a life within the small sword. 
    

    

    
      It was a strange sensation.
    

    

    
      Could it be some kind of divine weapon?
    

    

    
      He felt a bit of anticipation.
    

    

    
      According to rumors, some divine weapons had already developed intelligence.
    

    

    
      However, such a small one didn’t seem like a weapon at all.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the voice of the White-Clad Woman, cold and serene, rang in his ear, "This is Blood-Soaked Spirit Jade. Senior Shang nurtured a strand of sword intent within. Place it against your forehead, and you can comprehend the sword intent within. If you encounter danger, you may unleash the sword intent to slay the enemy."
    

    

    
      Sword intent?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately recalled the last time, when he accidentally glimpsed Zhao Shouchang’s sword intent from dozens of meters away, and nearly went blind.
    

    

    
      The sword intent within this jade sword was nurtured by Senior Shang—just how powerful must it be?
    

    

    
      Wouldn’t that mean one strike could take down Zhao Shouchang?
    

    

    
      This was absolutely a lifesaving treasure!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t in a hurry to comprehend that strand of sword intent. Instead, he took out another metallic token and quietly asked, "What is this?"
    

    

    
      "This is my master’s Elder Order Token. With this token, one can command all personnel of the Heaven's Path Alliance within Qingfeng County."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but ask, "Does that include you, miss?"
    

    

    
      "...I only listen to my master."
    

    

    
      He was instantly disappointed. "Then what use is this? Does your alliance still have others in Qingfeng County?"
    

    

    
      "Naturally. Shang’an Trading Company is our alliance’s base in Qingfeng City."
    

    

    
      "What did you say? The mastermind behind Shang’an Trading Company is actually your Heaven's Path Alliance?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nearly let out a ‘whoa’ in surprise.
    

    

    
      Shang’an Trading Company was one of the Seven Great Maritime Traders, on par with Guanglong Trading Company and Four Seas Trading Company. And it turned out to be an asset of the Heaven's Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      So this was the weight of being the top of the Nine Great Sects?
    

    

    
      The White-Clad Woman’s voice came again, "What’s so strange about that?"
    

    

    
      "I thought your Heaven's Path Alliance was detached from worldly dust, but I didn’t expect one of the world’s most profitable trading companies to belong to your people."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming remarked in awe.
    

    

    
      But on second thought, this made sense. Every time he saw this Miss Su, she was always dressed in pristine white, spotless. 
    

    

    
      That sort of presentation had to be backed by money.
    

    

    
      According to normal economic logic, the more powerful the faction, the more resources they would naturally control.
    

    

    
      "Thank you, miss, for clearing my doubts."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming expressed his gratitude, then added, "If it’s not too much trouble, you could use the adjacent private room for rest."
    

    

    
      "No need."
    

    

    
      The White-Clad Woman spoke and then fell silent.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming put away that precious token. This was something that could be used to command Shang’an Trading Company’s treasures. 
    

    

    
      In a way, its value was no less than that of the spirit jade sword.
    

    

    
      Just think—Guanglong Trading Company could casually produce two Third Grade Experts. Shang’an Trading Company couldn’t be far behind.
    

    

    
      With such a colossal force, the possibilities were endless.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming tried placing the spirit jade sword against his forehead. Instantly, his mind roared as he sensed a tender and heartrending intent, evoking deep melancholy.
    

    

    
      Before he realized it, he was emotionally affected and thought of all his ex-girlfriends after breakups...
    

    

    
      But soon, he snapped out of that sorrowful mood.
    

    

    
      They had broken up already, so why think of them?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly regained clarity. When he revisited that intent, the feeling changed. He now sensed an extraordinarily profound sword technique within.
    

    

    
      "So this is Senior Shang’s sword intent. Truly the pinnacle of a hopeless romantic."
    

    

    
      Within this sword technique was his longing and deep affection for that Consort. The emotion contained was truly touching to the soul.
    

    

    
      In this world where supernatural power existed, emotions really could transform into power, manifest visibly and be felt by others.
    

    

    
      This was definitely a world most ideal for hopeless romantics.
    

    

    
      Do you know how deeply I love you? Watch this sword of mine——
    

    

    
      Guaranteed to make the goddess in his heart feel it deeply and shed tears of emotion.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming joked inwardly. Once his emotions detached, he could objectively analyze the mysteries contained in that strand of sword intent.
    

    

    
      This sword intent not only carried Senior Shang’s sincere and profound feelings for the Consort, but also unreservedly revealed the essence of his swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly realized the greatest value of this sword intent—it displayed the entire process of how to condense a strand of sword intent.
    

    

    
      A sudden idea struck him, "If this were put up for auction, wouldn’t those Third Grade Experts fight to the death for it?"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, dawn arrived.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming heard the footsteps of Chunxiang and Xiaxiang outside and finally awakened from his comprehension of the sword intent. He exhaled a breath of turbid air and reluctantly put away the spirit jade small sword.
    

    

    
      This feeling of immersing himself in a sea of knowledge was truly satisfying.
    

    

    
      He glanced at the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 49】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 110000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Perfection), 《True Art of Two Principles》 (Fourth Level 596781/600000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Proficient 1158/500000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Techniques: 《Disguise Art》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      In just one night, his 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 gained over a thousand experience points. 
    

    

    
      This rate of progress was astonishing.
    

    

    
      One must know, his perception was not outstanding. If he practiced alone, he would gain only a single-digit amount in a day.
    

    

    
      So he had long given up on sword training. Wouldn’t it be better to save time and read books?
    

    

    
      This further demonstrated the value of that sword intent—one night was equivalent to gaining a thousand experience points from nowhere.
    

    

    
      "Young Master, we are coming in."
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chunxiang and Xiaxiang pushed the door open and brought in a copper basin filled with water to attend to his washing.
    

    

    
      Nowadays, Chen Ming no longer personally guided the younger students. He no longer valued that little bit of experience points, so he delegated the task to Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda.
    

    

    
      These two disciples of Old Liu were simple-minded. Though not exceptionally talented, their progress far surpassed others and they were about to step into the Eighth Grade.
    

    

    
      These two had a great quality—everything entrusted to them was done wholeheartedly and without complaint.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming liked them more and more and often made time to offer them guidance. He had already decided to cultivate them well. With them around, he could travel with peace of mind.
    

    

    
      He walked out of the courtyard and saw a group of youths approaching.
    

    

    
      "Sir."
    

    

    
      "Greetings, Sir."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      They had just finished their morning practice and were about to leave. Upon seeing him, they stopped and bowed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said gently, "Practice well when you return."
    

    

    
      "Yes, Sir."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked all the way to the side hall but did not see the White-Clad Woman. He had no idea where she had gone.
    

    

    
      After breakfast, he ordered someone to prepare a carriage to go out.
    

    

    
      It was a brand-new carriage, larger and more luxurious than the previous one. 
    

    

    
      Even the horses pulling it were glossy in coat—one black, one white—with not a single hair of mixed color. 
    

    

    
      They looked magnificently divine.
    

    

    
      With this setup, on Earth, wouldn’t this be equivalent to an S-class Benz?
    

    

    
      From this carriage alone, it was clear that the Chen Residence now brimmed with wealth.
    

    

    
      His previous carriage had been destroyed during an ambush a few months ago.
    

    

    
      This time, Chen Ming went out without the two maids, only the coachman accompanied him. 
    

    

    
      This coachman was also a Ninth Grade Martial Artist, from the Huo Family, a trustworthy man.
    

    

    
      The carriage hadn’t gone far when the door suddenly opened, and the White-Clad Woman stepped in.
    

    

    
      He took a careful look at her—her clothes were truly spotless, not even a speck of dust. Her shoes were also clean, like new.
    

    

    
      She was a true fairy. 
    

    

    
      Every time he saw her, she looked flawless. It was as if she didn’t need to eat, sleep, or change clothes.
    

    

    
      He admired her from the bottom of his heart and had no idea how she managed it.
    

    

    
      The gaze of the White-Clad Woman remained clear as she asked in a cold voice, "Where are you going?"
    

    

    
      At this moment, the coachman realized there was another person in the carriage and nervously called out, "Second Master?"
    

    

    
      "It’s fine. She’s my friend."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reassured the coachman before speaking to the White-Clad Woman, "I’m going to visit a senior."
    

    

    
      A trace of reproach flashed in the White-Clad Woman’s eyes. She said, "You should stay home and cultivate properly. Break through to the Fourth Grade as soon as possible."
    

    

    
      That tone was like scolding a student who had neglected homework to go play.
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally understood why her master wanted her to follow him—it was to push him in cultivation and prevent him from slacking off.
    

    

    
      He said, "I just finished three months of seclusion. What I need most now is to get out, breathe some fresh air, and talk with people."
    

    

    
      This explanation clearly convinced the White-Clad Woman, who fell silent.
    

    

    
      Instead, Chen Ming found a topic and said, "By the way, we’ve known each other for a while, yet I still don’t know your name."
    

    

    
      The White-Clad Woman said, "Su Zhi Ning."
    

    

    
      "I’m Chen Ming, second in the family."
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      After a while, the carriage came to a stop. Chen Ming said, "I’ll be right back, at most the time of one incense stick."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning lifted her eyelids to glance at him, then slightly nodded to indicate she understood. 
    

    

    
      Once he got off the carriage, she closed her eyes again.
    

    

    
      Moments later, her brows suddenly furrowed slightly.
    

    

    
      She had mastered a secret art called "Ground Listening". As long as she used this technique, within ten li, even the sound of a mosquito flying could be heard clearly.
    

    

    
      She had just closed her eyes to activate this technique. It wasn’t that she intentionally wanted to pry into Chen Ming’s privacy—she had no interest in that man’s personal matters.
    

    

    
      She did it to ensure his safety.
    

    

    
      As a result, she heard Chen Ming insist on sparring with the owner of the house. Judging by the sound, the opponent was already quite elderly.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning could sense that Chen Ming cultivated a Pure Yang technique. 
    

    

    
      Last night, when he circulated his true qi, in her eyes, he was like a blazing furnace.
    

    

    
      The technique he cultivated must be extraordinary, yet now he wanted to challenge an old man—wasn’t that bullying?
    

    

    
      That elder dared not refuse and had no choice but to agree. 
    

    

    
      After exchanging a dozen moves or so, he admitted defeat.
    

    

    
      Then, she heard Chen Ming bid farewell and leave without making things difficult.
    

    

    
      Soon after, Chen Ming returned to the carriage. It was clear he was in a cheerful mood and instructed the coachman to head to the next destination.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning suddenly said, "Do you need to bully the weak to keep your spirits high?"
    

    

    
      "??"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming froze for a moment, unable to resist wondering if she had secretly followed him earlier.
    

    

    
      He said, "You’re a disciple of a great sect, how could you understand the struggles of us grassroots folks? I want to gather the strengths of many schools, but sword and saber manuals don’t just fall from the sky. What can I do? I can only seek sparring matches to experience different martial arts. Unfortunately, some people are stuck in the past and unwilling to share their martial techniques. They don’t realize that by doing so, they’re just becoming stagnant, leading each generation to be worse than the last."
    

    

    
      "He didn’t want to spar with you. Forcing him was wrong."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at her and asked with interest, "Is this what you people from Heaven's Path Alliance call fairness?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning looked him in the eye and said solemnly, "Yes. So don’t do it again next time."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming praised, "Worthy of being the leader of the righteous path in today’s world. I admire you."
    

    

    
      Then he added, "Just right, I recently encountered a difficult matter and wish to consult the young lady."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said, "Speak."
    

    

    
      "Once, while passing through a village, I found that a villain had poisoned everyone in the village. They needed to take the antidote within one incense stick’s time to survive. Then, that villain wrapped the antidote in oil paper and had a villager swallow it. Only by cutting open his stomach could the antidote be retrieved. The antidote was too large. Cutting open his stomach would certainly kill him."
    

    

    
      After finishing the story, Chen Ming looked at her with a deep gaze. "Tell me, should I cut open that villager’s stomach—kill one to save the rest of the village? Or should I avoid killing and watch dozens of villagers die from the poison?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s delicate brows furrowed tightly, and her once clear and bright eyes fell into a conflict and entanglement, unable to speak for a long while.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat by, enjoying the sight of her inner struggle.
    

    

    
      This was a classic trolley problem, an ethical dilemma. 
    

    

    
      It was perfect for stumping a Saintly Woman like her.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Not until Chen Ming had finished challenging three Sixth Grade Martial Artists did Su Zhi Ning finally remember to ask him. Her brows were still tangled as she asked somewhat hastily, "What did you do then?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, "I did nothing. Because that story was made up."
    

    

    
      "What?"
    

    

    
      A trace of daze flickered in Su Zhi Ning’s eyes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming retracted his smile and said, "The story may be fake, but such situations will definitely occur, and you will definitely face them one day."
    

    

    
      A flash of anger appeared in Su Zhi Ning’s eyes, her eyebrows rose, and her ears—white as jade—turned red, as if she was about to strike.
    

    

    
      At that moment, she was no longer an otherworldly fairy untouched by worldly dust, but had a trace of human emotion.
    

    

    
      Still, she ultimately did not act. 
    

    

    
      After a while, she adjusted herself and returned to her original appearance.
    

    

    
      One had to admit, her emotional control was quite strong.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, knowing to stop at the right moment, didn’t provoke her further.
    

    

    
      That day, he challenged every Sixth Grade Martial Artist in Qingfeng City who had no background. 
    

    

    
      Most of these people didn’t dare to refuse.
    

    

    
      A few with tougher tempers were met with politeness first, and when they still wouldn’t agree, Chen Ming struck directly, showing no need for courtesy. 
    

    

    
      He knocked them flat, collected the experience points, and turned away.
    

    

    
      As his strength grew stronger, his actions were no longer as constrained as before. 
    

    

    
      As a martial artist, if one couldn't be assertive even when facing someone weaker, then one deserved to be looked down upon.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      As dusk approached, Chen Ming returned home. 
    

    

    
      When he got off the carriage, he glanced at Su Zhi Ning and saw her sitting there motionless, showing no intention of getting out.
    

    

    
      If it were another woman, he would have assumed she was angry. But this one was the extremely emotionally stable heir of the Heaven's Path Alliance—she wouldn’t be so petty.
    

    

    
      She probably just didn’t want to enter with him.
    

    

    
      The gatekeeper Old Li saw him and hurried over to report, "Second Master, someone is waiting for you, claiming they’re here to deliver something and must hand it to you personally."
    

    

    
      "Oh?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a little curious. He went over and saw a young man, who looked like an assistant from some store. He looked young, but his demeanor was quite composed.
    

    

    
      The young man spoke neither humbly nor arrogantly, "Second Master Chen, this is something my master sent me to deliver. My master instructed that I can only give it to you upon seeing the token."
    

    

    
      Token?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart stirred. He took out the token with the character "袁" on one side and asked, "Is it this one?"
    

    

    
      The young man saw the token, his expression turned solemn. He gave a respectful bow and handed over the wooden box in his hands, "Please accept it. I shall take my leave."
    

    

    
      After saying that, he left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming put away the token and opened the box. Inside were several books, and on the cover of the topmost book were the words 《Seven Stars Sword Technique》.
    

    

    
      "Could it be..."
    

    

    
      No way, right?
    

    

    
      He flipped through it—there were also 《Falling Leaf Saber Technique》, 《Phantom Step》, 《Jade Shattering Art》……
    

    

    
      All were martial arts manuals, and not the common ones either—they were all second-tier techniques. 
    

    

    
      There were saber techniques, sword techniques, fist techniques, movement techniques, and more.
    

    

    
      A total of thirteen books.
    

    

    
      "Hiss——"
    

    

    
      For the first time, Chen Ming understood what it meant to be rich and extravagant.
    

    

    
      These were the kinds of treasures money couldn’t buy.
    

    

    
      Back then, Guan Peng signed a life contract to serve the Four Seas Trading Company just to obtain a third-tier technique.
    

    

    
      Even the ten-plus Sixth Grade Martial Artists today, after struggling for half their lives, at best had acquired a single, very ordinary second-tier technique.
    

    

    
      These thirteen manuals—any one of them was enough to make many Seventh Grade Martial Artists sell their lives to him.
    

    

    
      Such a grand gesture!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt deeply moved. However, to be fair, these techniques and martial arts didn’t hold much personal value to him.
    

    

    
      Martial techniques were about quality, not quantity. Mastering ten skills wasn’t as good as perfecting one sword technique.
    

    

    
      As someone who leveled up through points, did he really need to collect the strengths of a hundred schools? It was just an excuse.
    

    

    
      Learning these martial arts would only waste time and precious experience points.
    

    

    
      Of course, they weren’t entirely useless. He could pass them to those around him—like the two maids, Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda, or the guard Gu Junrong.
    

    

    
      With these manuals, in eight to ten years, the Chen Residence would grow into a formidable force.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After dinner, Chen Ming sat indoors flipping through one of the manuals when suddenly he heard Su Zhi Ning’s voice. "Now that you have these techniques, you don’t need to seek out others to spar anymore."
    

    

    
      So these techniques were indeed sent by her.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming disagreed with her and said, "Techniques are dead, people are alive. Only through fighting others can one truly sense what sword and saber moves are like. Still, I can promise you I won’t challenge those old men anymore."
    

    

    
      He had received a favor, so he had to honor her request. 
    

    

    
      One shouldn’t gain benefits and then act difficult.
    

    

    
      Anyway, he was about to break through to Fifth Grade soon, and naturally had no need to find those Sixth Grades anymore.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning didn’t respond again. 
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought she had left, but unexpectedly she suddenly said, "If that story were real, what would you have done?"
    

    

    
      He chuckled inwardly. 
    

    

    
      She was still stuck on that trolley problem.
    

    

    
      He said, "According to the creed of your Heaven's Path Alliance, naturally, I would kill one to save the dozens. Isn’t that obvious?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning softly said, "But that person was innocent too."
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      "But that person is innocent too. He shouldn’t die."
    

    

    
      When Su Zhi Ning said this, her gaze was clear and sincere.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming felt as if she was glowing, radiating the brilliance of human kindness. 
    

    

    
      For a brief instant, he even felt ashamed of himself.
    

    

    
      In a world where martial strength reigned supreme and the hierarchy was rigid, for such a naturally-born saintly woman to exist—how rare that was.
    

    

    
      He grew more interested in the Heaven's Path Alliance, this sect that bore the slogan of carrying out heaven’s will and yet was able to surpass eight other sects to become the number one sect in the world—just what kind of organization was it?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Actually, it’s not like there’s no perfect solution. If your cultivation were high enough, you wouldn’t need the antidote and could still detoxify those villagers. Or perhaps, you could extract the antidote without harming that innocent villager. So, if you want to avoid falling into such dilemmas in the future, you must train hard and strive to break through to First Grade as soon as possible… or even beyond First Grade. As long as your cultivation is high enough, there’s no problem in this world that can’t be solved."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s eyes gradually lit up. Her clothes fluttered without wind, and a powerful aura radiated from her.
    

    

    
      What’s going on?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. He was merely running his mouth—wasn’t this reaction too exaggerated?
    

    

    
      He felt a wall of Qi pressing toward him. 
    

    

    
      He kept retreating until he reached the window, where the Qi wall finally halted.
    

    

    
      Only then did he realize something unusual was happening to Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      "Could it be that she’s about to break through?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gulped. If he remembered correctly, she was Fourth Grade. If she advanced, that would make her Third Grade!
    

    

    
      Though Su Zhi Ning always wore a veil, her eyes and certain details revealed her youth—she couldn’t be more than in her twenties.
    

    

    
      A Third Grade at twenty-something...
    

    

    
      That was utterly terrifying!
    

    

    
      While Chen Ming was deep in thought, the invisible Qi wall around Su Zhi Ning dissipated, her fluttering clothes settled, and something seemed to have changed in her clear eyes.
    

    

    
      He asked, "Did you break through?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning suddenly bowed deeply to him and said, "Many thanks for your guidance, Brother Chen."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned the bow woodenly. "Miss Su, you’re too polite."
    

    

    
      I didn’t even say much…
    

    

    
      Still, he could tell her overall demeanor had changed in some way. How to describe it? She seemed more like an immortal.
    

    

    
      Speaking of which, did she actually break through?
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Su Zhi Ning didn’t give him a chance to ask further and turned to leave directly.
    

    

    
      "Probably not,"Chen Ming thought. 
    

    

    
      Normally, breaking from Fourth to Third Grade was a complete metamorphosis—it couldn’t happen so easily.
    

    

    
      Even his own breakthrough to Sixth Grade had made more noise than this.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next day, Chen Ming stayed home, holding a copy of the 《Phantom Step》 to study.
    

    

    
      What he lacked now was a movement technique.
    

    

    
      If he had learned one a month ago, he wouldn’t have been chased by Xiao Qianhao to the point of jumping into the river to escape.
    

    

    
      He sat in the courtyard, basking in the gentle spring sunshine, sipping Blackbone Spirit Tea, eating an assortment of delicate pastries, with a book in hand, enjoying this rare leisure time.
    

    

    
      The only thing missing was a beauty by his side.
    

    

    
      If only Su Zhi Ning were sitting beside him, brewing tea for him, that would be perfect.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a tinge of regret in his heart.
    

    

    
      Actually, Zhao Xiyan would do too—except she surely wouldn’t be willing.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan was the type suited to be the matron of a household. Though she treated him well and was willing to lower her stance in front of him, her internal principles were firm.
    

    

    
      Tasks like serving tea and pouring water—if he asked her to do that, she would probably feel he was humiliating her. 
    

    

    
      After all, those were duties of a concubine.
    

    

    
      She was fit to be a proper wife, a virtuous helper in managing the household. He believed she would handle the inner chambers very well…
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s thoughts spiraled out of control.
    

    

    
      Until hurried footsteps came from outside.
    

    

    
      He recognized them as Chunxiang’s. 
    

    

    
      She was usually steady, but now she was running fast—something must have happened.
    

    

    
      So, he casually asked, "What is it?"
    

    

    
      Chunxiang entered, her expression hesitant.
    

    

    
      Seeing her like that, Chen Ming grew more curious. He closed 《Phantom Step》 and smiled. "What, is there something you can’t tell me?"
    

    

    
      Chunxiang grew anxious at his words and quickly explained, "Of course not. It’s… it’s Shopkeeper Zheng. The Master told us not to tell you…"
    

    

    
      Shopkeeper Zheng?
    

    

    
      Who’s that?
    

    

    
      The name felt unfamiliar. 
    

    

    
      It took him two seconds to dig out the memory from the back of his mind.
    

    

    
      Ah, the old shopkeeper from Jinyuan Prosperity Trading.
    

    

    
      He had almost forgotten the grudge the original host had with Jinyuan Prosperity. 
    

    

    
      In the past years, he had only focused on gaining experience points and improving strength, never going to settle the score with Jinyuan Prosperity.
    

    

    
      Time flew—four years had passed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stroked his chin and asked, "Is he here to plead on behalf of the Qi Family?"
    

    

    
      Chunxiang kept watching his expression, worried he might get angry. 
    

    

    
      Seeing that he didn’t mind at all, she finally relaxed and said, "Yes, but the Master served tea and sent him away the moment he mentioned the Qi Family."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood.
    

    

    
      Back then, the Qi Family nearly destroyed the original host. 
    

    

    
      In fact, he did die in prison. Then, he had transmigrated over…
    

    

    
      So, no matter how vengeful Chen Rui was, it was understandable.
    

    

    
      Although Shopkeeper Zheng had an old relationship with his family, that was another matter.
    

    

    
      Shopkeeper Zheng was from the same village as his grandfather—they grew up together. But fate took different paths. 
    

    

    
      One stayed to farm, the other went to the city to work in a trading house.
    

    

    
      It was thanks to Shopkeeper Zheng’s help that his father could come to Qingfeng City. He owed the Chen Family a favor.
    

    

    
      For many years, the two families had remained in contact.
    

    

    
      Later, the original host failed in his cultivation. Perhaps to spread the risk, his father used Shopkeeper Zheng’s connection to place him in Jinyuan Prosperity Trading as a staff member.
    

    

    

    
      That said, Shopkeeper Zheng truly did treat the original host quite well. 
    

    

    
      After working for a few years, the original host had already been promoted to a minor steward—Shopkeeper Zheng definitely lent him a hand behind the scenes.
    

    

    
      However, gratitude was one thing. If Shopkeeper Zheng came to plead on behalf of the Qi Family, then Chen Rui couldn’t be blamed for not showing him any courtesy.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood that his eldest brother Chen Rui had always been holding in a breath of resentment. 
    

    

    
      After all, the original host had done nothing wrong back then. He was diligent and loyal while working at Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, yet still ended up in that miserable state.
    

    

    
      The Qi Family clearly knew he was wrongfully accused, yet still threw him into the Six Doors Authority Prison. 
    

    

    
      Had it not been for his eldest brother spending all his savings to pull strings, he might have been tortured to death in that prison.
    

    

    
      Such a grudge—how could it be easily forgotten?
    

    

    
      At that moment, Xiaxiang said, "Young Master, I heard that Shopkeeper Zheng already came once before."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded. He understood that it was due to his rapid advancement in cultivation that made the Qi Family at Jinyuan Prosperity Trading uneasy. 
    

    

    
      That was why they sent Shopkeeper Zheng to try and mend the relationship.
    

    

    
      He asked, "Where is Elder Zheng now?"
    

    

    
      Chunxiang replied, "He has already left."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart stirred. He said, "Let someone prepare the carriage."
    

    

    
      Chunxiang asked in surprise, "But it’s almost time for lunch. Where is Young Master going?"
    

    

    
      "That’s none of your concern."
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The carriage had just left the Chen Residence when it suddenly came to a stop.
    

    

    
      "Second Master, someone has blocked the road,"the coachman said. "It’s an elderly man."
    

    

    
      Just then, an aged voice was heard, "Is that Erlang in the carriage? This old man is Zheng Shi."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pushed open the carriage door and said with "surprise", "Ah, it’s Elder Zheng. Quick, come inside and speak."
    

    

    
      Seeing it was an acquaintance, the coachman jumped down and helped the old man into the carriage.
    

    

    
      Zheng Shi was over sixty now. He already looked quite aged—his hair had turned completely white, and his steps were unsteady.
    

    

    
      As the saying went, to live past seventy was a rarity. 
    

    

    
      Zheng Shi had never trained in martial arts and naturally couldn’t compare to martial artists.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "It’s been so long, Elder Zheng. I haven’t paid a visit these past years—that’s my fault."
    

    

    
      Zheng Shi hurriedly said, "Erlang, you’re too polite. These past years you’ve trained without slacking and your cultivation has progressed rapidly. If your father’s spirit is watching from above, he must be very comforted."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "So Elder Zheng came specifically to visit our home?"
    

    

    
      Zheng Shi sighed, his wrinkled face showing a trace of bitterness. "To tell the truth, I feel ashamed. Four years ago, I couldn’t be of any help and let you land in prison. I’ve let your grandfather and father down…"
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he choked up, and tears flowed from his clouded old eyes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming consoled, "Elder Zheng, you’re being too harsh on yourself. This was the evil done by the Qi Family—what does it have to do with you? If you hadn’t spoken up afterward, how could I have been released so quickly? I’ve always remembered this favor."
    

    

    
      "Erlang, listen to my advice. They say it’s better to resolve enmity than to keep it. The Qi Family is wealthy and powerful, with other backers—they're not easy to provoke. Now that the Qi Family is willing to…"
    

    

    
      "Elder Zheng!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cut him off, saying, "You know me—I’ve always been clear about gratitude and grudges. If the Qi Family truly wants to reconcile, then they should deliver the heads of Lu Zhihao, Qi Xingdong, and that maid who framed me back then—his concubine—right to me. Only then will I consider this matter settled."
    

    

    
      "This…"
    

    

    
      When Elder Zheng heard such harsh terms, he didn’t know what to say.
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong was the direct son of the Qi Family. 
    

    

    
      No matter how wary they were of Chen Ming, there was no way they would kill their own legitimate heir.
    

    

    
      He realized then that this Chen Erlang had no intention of reconciling with the Qi Family at all.
    

    

    
      In the end, he said nothing and only let out a long sigh. "Sigh——"
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      In a luxurious residence in the eastern part of the city, an extremely furious voice suddenly rang out.
    

    

    
      "How dare that little thief?!"
    

    

    
      The voice was so loud that half the household heard it. 
    

    

    
      For a moment, the busy servants became even more cautious, not daring to breathe loudly.
    

    

    
      It was the Third Young Master’s voice. 
    

    

    
      No one knew what had enraged him so much. 
    

    

    
      The servants of the Qi Residence could only pray that they wouldn’t run into the Third Young Master shortly…
    

    

    
      Inside the study.
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong's face was ashen as he glared at Zheng Shi, standing in front of him, with eyes like he wanted to devour someone.
    

    

    
      "A penniless brat, who by sheer luck managed to break through to Sixth Grade, now thinks he's invincible? That little beast dares to covet my head? Go tell him—this Young Master is at Jinyuan Prosperity Trading. I want to see what ability he has to take my life."
    

    

    
      Zheng Shi hunched over where he stood, head lowered, silently enduring Qi Xingdong’s fury.
    

    

    
      "Enough!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, the elderly man seated in the Grand Tutor’s chair slapped the armrest, silencing his son.
    

    

    
      This elder was none other than Qi Yanhong, the helm of Jinyuan Prosperity Trading. 
    

    

    
      He had just passed sixty this year, maintained himself well, and remained robust. 
    

    

    
      Half a year ago, he had even taken a concubine.
    

    

    
      "Father!"
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong was still seething. "I told you long ago, we should have killed that brat when he was still weak and unformed. Now look what’s happened—raising a tiger invites disaster. He wants my life now! You always insisted on being kind and reasonable—what good has it done?"
    

    

    
      He grew angrier as he spoke.
    

    

    
      In his mind, Chen Ming was nothing more than a clerk of their trading company. 
    

    

    
      Now that he had made some name in martial arts, he dared to bite the hand that fed him?
    

    

    
      As for sending Chen Ming to prison back then—Qi Xingdong didn’t consider it a big deal. Hadn’t he spared the kid’s life?
    

    

    
      Even his illegitimate younger brother had been punished.
    

    

    
      He had even humbled himself to seek reconciliation and was willing to offer compensation. Who knew that brat would be so ungrateful? 
    

    

    
      Twice he sent Shopkeeper Zheng to negotiate, and twice they were turned away.
    

    

    
      Now, the brat wanted his life.
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong had already seen it—there was a rebellious bone growing in the back of that boy’s head. He should have been killed sooner to avoid future trouble.
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong’s face darkened as he scolded, "Wasn’t it your mess in the first place? And now I have to clean up after you. Kill, kill, kill… the daughter of Inspector Zhao took a liking to him. What will you use to kill him with? You want to drag the entire Qi Family down with you as your burial?"
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong lowered his head, not daring to talk back.
    

    

    
      The old man was scolding—clearly, he was truly furious.
    

    

    
      After a while, seeing that his father’s anger had subsided a bit, he softly asked, "Father, then how should we handle this matter? We really can’t delay any longer. If that brat breaks through to Fifth Grade, or even Fourth Grade, he’ll become our greatest threat."
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong said, "I have my own plans for this. Wait for news. Elder Zheng, thank you for your efforts. You may leave now."
    

    

    
      Zheng Shi immediately took his leave. 
    

    

    
      After exiting the Qi Residence, his expression grew deeply grave.
    

    

    
      It seemed the Qi Family and Chen Family could no longer settle things peacefully. 
    

    

    
      He too should start making preparations...
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      After Zheng Shi got off the carriage, a while later, Su Zhi Ning got on and sat opposite Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Before she could speak, Chen Ming preempted her.
    

    

    
      "You’re not planning to meddle in my grudge with the Qi Family, are you?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning looked at him calmly.
    

    

    
      "The Heaven's Path Alliance never interferes in the grudges of the martial world."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Let me guess. You already investigated what happened between me and the Qi Family, didn’t you?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s voice remained icy.
    

    

    
      "It was the Qi Family’s fault. They do deserve to die."
    

    

    
      "That’s the most pleasant thing you’ve ever said."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed.
    

    

    
      He suddenly thought—Su Zhi Ning must have already investigated his past thoroughly, understanding his character and conduct.
    

    

    
      If not for his diligent virtue and never bullying the innocent since transmigrating, his good reputation wouldn’t exist. Then she probably wouldn’t be so easy to talk to.
    

    

    
      Which is why, in ancient society, reputation was very important.
    

    

    
      Had his reputation been even slightly worse, someone like Su Zhi Ning—a legitimate successor from a prestigious family—wouldn’t even spare him a glance.
    

    

    
      He continued, "If the Qi Family sends experts to kill me, I ask that Miss Su protect my family, so they don’t get hurt."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s calm, clear gaze finally revealed a trace of emotion.
    

    

    
      "You chose this time to turn against the Qi Family on purpose, didn’t you? This way, if you encounter danger, I’ll be forced to act."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed.
    

    

    
      "Miss, you’re incredibly perceptive. How could I possibly hide such petty thoughts from you?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning asked curiously, "You’re this honest, even admitting you want to use me. Aren’t you afraid I won’t help you?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said calmly, "In my heart, I already consider you a friend. Toward a friend, naturally, I must be honest and open."
    

    

    
      Friend?
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning stared at him for a while, then said lightly, "My master specifically warned me to beware of men who claim to want to be my friend. The more honest they appear, the more upright their words, the deeper their schemes."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nearly lost his composure. Her master really knew too much—definitely an old hand in the martial world. 
    

    

    
      How did such a scheming master raise someone so naive and trusting?
    

    

    
      Of course, calling her naive wasn’t entirely accurate. 
    

    

    
      At the very least, she was highly cautious and would not trust others easily. 
    

    

    
      Moreover, she listened closely to her master.
    

    

    
      With someone like her, just a few years of tempering in the martial world would definitely shape her into a formidable heroine.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the carriage stopped just then. The coachman said, "Second Master, we’ve arrived."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming coughed tactically and asked her, "Would you like to come along?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning shook her head and closed her eyes.
    

    

    
      After he stepped out of the carriage, a faint smile slowly appeared at the corner of her lips.
    

    

    
       ……
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming got off the carriage and entered the house, he looked relaxed.
    

    

    
      Although Su Zhi Ning hadn’t agreed to protect his family, someone like her, so long as she didn’t refuse, it meant she agreed.
    

    

    
      With her around, he could now act boldly without worries.
    

    

    
      During dinner, he reminded his elder brother Chen Rui to stay home for the next few days and not go to the medicine shop.
    

    

    
      As the Chen Family’s medicine shop grew larger, it now had three storefronts, each managed by a shopkeeper. 
    

    

    
      Chen Rui now looked the part of a big boss and no longer needed to handle the daily operations himself.
    

    

    
      When Chen Rui heard this, his heart tightened, and he nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      He knew that if his younger brother said so, there must be a reason.
    

    

    
      Halfway through the meal, the housekeeper suddenly came over and said, "Master Zhang has arrived."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately put down his chopsticks, told them to continue eating, and went to receive the guest himself.
    

    

    
      It was indeed Zhang Mingyu, waiting in the main hall.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming greeted him, "Senior Brother, why didn’t you let me know you were coming?"
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu sighed, "I came on someone’s request, as a mediator."
    

    

    
      "The Qi Family?"
    

    

    
      "Who else but the Qi Family? They convinced an elder from my family, so I had no choice but to make this trip." Zhang Mingyu gave a bitter smile. "As for the grudge between you and the Qi Family, I absolutely stand with you. If you want revenge, I’ll fully support you."
    

    

    
      "Thank you, Senior Brother."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was genuinely moved.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu added, "Still, the Qi Family is deeply rooted. From what I know, Jinyuan Prosperity Trading has two consecrated experts, both Fourth Grade. Qi Yanhong also has a nephew who’s a disciple of Jin Yutang, with Fifth Grade cultivation. He’s not easy to deal with."
    

    

    
      Two Fourth Grade consecrated experts wouldn’t be too difficult to handle. 
    

    

    
      After all, the Qi Family wasn’t the true owner of Jinyuan Prosperity Trading.
    

    

    
      The real trouble was that nephew.
    

    

    
      Jin Yutang, one of the Four Great Sects in Jiangzhou—Qi Yanhong’s nephew was closely bound to the Qi Family and certainly wouldn’t stand by if they were wiped out.
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was thinking this, the housekeeper came rushing in with someone—it was Gu Yuantao.
    

    

    
      He was surprised and blurted out, "You’re here as a mediator too?"
    

    

    
      "Mediator?"
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao was stunned, confused. "What mediator? We agreed to spar today, remember?"
    

    

    
      Oh!
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming recall. 
    

    

    
      That was indeed the case. 
    

    

    
      Too much had happened in the past few days, and he had forgotten. So he explained, "That was my mistake. With your character, of course no one could persuade you."
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao glanced at Chen Ming, then at Zhang Mingyu beside him. His expression turned serious.
    

    

    
      "Are you in trouble?"
    

    

    
      "Just a small matter."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was quite touched. 
    

    

    
      For someone like him to ask that question meant he truly considered him a friend.
    

    

    
      However, there wasn’t much Gu Yuantao could help with in this matter, so he didn’t tell him more.
    

    

    
      He shifted the topic, "Brother Gu, given your family’s deep roots, do you know anything about the Heaven's Path Alliance?"
    

    

    
      The Gu Family had been around for hundreds of years, so they should know some secrets that others didn’t.
    

    

    
      "Heaven's Path Alliance?"
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao began to ponder, unsure where to begin.
    

    

    
      Just then, the housekeeper returned again, interrupting their conversation.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "What now?"
    

    

    
      The housekeeper said, "Second Master, a distinguished guest is waiting outside."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grew alert and asked, "Distinguished guest? Is there a name card?"
    

    

    
      This housekeeper was quite knowledgeable—anyone he called a distinguished guest surely wasn’t ordinary.
    

    

    
      The housekeeper replied, "Second Master, you know him too. He’s a disciple of Senior Gold Saber, surname Li."
    

    

    
      A disciple of Gold Saber Li Donglin, surname Li, and someone he knew…
    

    

    
      A spark of clarity flashed in Chen Ming’s mind. He said, "You mean Li Qingchang?"
    

    

    
      The housekeeper nodded. "Yes."
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang, from the Huo Family, close with Gu Junrong and Wang Mingkai, often visited here for drinks. 
    

    

    
      A few months ago, during the “Disciple Recruitment Assembly,” he had the good fortune to make it to the end and was accepted as a disciple by the Third Grade Expert Li Qinglin.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed. "Becoming the disciple of a Third Grade Expert really changes your status."
    

    

    
      He was even putting on airs now—judging from this, it looked like he expected Chen Ming to personally welcome him at the gate.
    

  Chapter 125: Reverse Tiangang

    
      Chapter 125: Reverse Tiangang
    

    

    
      Outside the Chen Residence, a luxurious and unfamiliar carriage stood parked. 
    

    

    
      Anyone with a discerning eye would recognize the insignia on the carriage and know that it belonged to the Guanglong Trading Company. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, those seated inside must be from Guanglong Trading Company.
    

    

    
      The Seven Great Trading Companies usually kept a low profile, but their influence had already penetrated all facets of civilian life.
    

    

    
      The more ordinary the people or merchants, the more clearly they understood the power wielded by the Seven Great Trading Companies.
    

    

    
      As Ah Ming’s cultivation grew increasingly profound, the carriages visiting the Chen Residence also became more extravagant. The surrounding residents had long become accustomed to this.
    

    

    
      What was unusual about today's carriage was that, despite its arrival, no one got off. It seemed as though they were waiting for someone from inside to come out and greet them.
    

    

    
      This caught some attention, and many were wondering what kind of background the person inside the carriage had to demand such airs.
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage, Li Qingchang wore a blue training outfit. In just a few months, his demeanor had changed drastically. He exuded a strong sense of confidence, his gaze sharp—completely different from his previously low-key and silent self.
    

    

    
      Another person sat in the carriage: Cai Zhonglin, also from the Huo Residence, looked uneasy and said, "Senior Brother Li, isn’t this a bit improper? I heard that Chen Ming is a good friend of the Third Young Master…"
    

    

    
      "No matter."
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang spoke indifferently, "The Master has many sons. That Third Young Master is not of much importance. This time, the Eldest Senior Brother instructed me to persuade Chen Ming not to oppose the Qi Family. If I don’t suppress his arrogance first, he might not be willing to listen."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Cai Zhonglin’s face twitched slightly.
    

    

    
      He suddenly felt a bit of regret—why did he choose to side with this guy?
    

    

    
      He used to be a staunch follower of Sun Shicai. 
    

    

    
      After Sun Shicai’s death, fortunately, Chen Ming didn’t pursue punishment for those who had served under Sun Shicai. 
    

    

    
      Even so, he had to behave with utmost caution since then.
    

    

    
      A few months ago, he learned that Li Qingchang had become a disciple under a Third Grade Expert. 
    

    

    
      Since the two had entered the Huo Residence in the same year to learn martial arts, Cai Zhonglin used that connection to latch onto this new backer.
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin decided to try dissuading him again. "Senior Brother, Chen Ming is still a Sixth Grade Martial Artist. We should at least give him some face…"
    

    

    
      "Hmph!"
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang said proudly, "My master is a Third Grade Expert. Why should I give him face? On the day I became a disciple, I even sent him an invitation, and he didn’t show up. He didn’t respect me—why should I hold onto past sentiments?"
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin opened his mouth but said nothing in the end.
    

    

    
      He already understood. 
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang felt that he had always been submissive in front of Chen Ming. 
    

    

    
      Now that he had become a disciple of a Third Grade Expert, he believed his status had elevated significantly. 
    

    

    
      This visit to Chen Ming was merely to reclaim his dignity.
    

    

    
      This was an opening show of force—to let Chen Ming know that he was no longer the same Li Qingchang. He was now a direct disciple of a Third Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      "Why did I follow such a fool?"
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      As the saying went, different positions granted access to different information. 
    

    

    
      He had long heard that the grand and fateful Disciple Recruitment Assembly that changed Li Qingchang’s life had actually been orchestrated by Chen Ming and the Third Young Master of the Feng Family.
    

    

    
      In fact, many said Chen Ming deserved even more credit.
    

    

    
      It was widely believed that if Chen Ming had wanted to become a disciple of either of the two Third Grade Experts, it would’ve taken just a word.
    

    

    
      But Li Qingchang didn’t believe any of it and even scoffed at such notions.
    

    

    
      In his view, Chen Ming merely helped out a little during the assembly. If he were really the mastermind, why didn’t he show up during the days of the competition?
    

    

    
      As for the claim that Chen Ming didn’t want to become their disciple—it was even more ridiculous. 
    

    

    
      Those were Third Grade Experts! 
    

    

    
      Who wouldn’t want them as masters?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming no longer had the chance. 
    

    

    
      He was already a Sixth Grade Martial Artist and had cultivated True Qi. Switching to another sect’s martial arts would be highly problematic.
    

    

    
      Of course, this sort of “common knowledge” wasn’t something ordinary folks would understand. 
    

    

    
      That was why such absurd rumors existed.
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang himself only learned about martial arts classifications and other “common knowledge” known to first- and second-tier martial artists after becoming a disciple.
    

    

    
      The two waited and waited, yet no one came out to receive them.
    

    

    
      Before they realized it, the time of one incense stick had passed.
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang’s expression initially showed a bit of impatience, but as time dragged on, his face grew increasingly unsightly.
    

    

    
      By the time he realized he was being deliberately left hanging, more than half an hour had gone by.
    

    

    
      He was furious. He was already the disciple of a Third Grade Expert, yet Chen Ming still dared to ignore him!
    

    

    
      Enraged to the extreme, he also realized that there wasn’t much he could actually do to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      In terms of strength, he had just broken through to Seventh Grade, while Chen Ming was Sixth Grade. He couldn’t win.
    

    

    
      Would he go seek help from Senior Brother over such a trivial matter?
    

    

    
      In that case, his Senior Brother would only see him as incompetent.
    

    

    
      And if he approached his master…
    

    

    
      If his master found out, he’d probably feel embarrassed on behalf of the sect. A beating would be the lightest punishment.
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang was now completely stuck.
    

    

    
      Just then, he heard voices from outside:
    

    

    
      "Who’s in that carriage? Why’s it been parked here so long?"
    

    

    
      "Who knows, but the people inside haven’t come out."
    

    

    
      "Don’t tell me they’re waiting for someone from the Chen family to come out and greet them?"
    

    

    
      "But it’s been a while, and no one from the Chen family has come out…"
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Hearing the outside chatter made Li Qingchang feel even worse. He couldn’t stay, and he couldn’t leave. 
    

    

    
      He now resented Chen Ming to his very bones.
    

    

    
      He was out of options. He could only tell Cai Zhonglin, "Go knock on the door again. Maybe the gatekeeper didn’t notify Chen Ming that I was here."
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin could only brace himself, got off the carriage, and walked to the tightly shut doors of the Chen Residence. 
    

    

    
      He knocked lightly.
    

    

    
      After a moment, the door opened. The gatekeeper peeked out and said in surprise, "Eh, you’re still here?"
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin asked politely, "Excuse me…"
    

    

    
      The gatekeeper replied impatiently, "Second Master is currently entertaining distinguished guests and is not available to meet your master. If you want to wait, go ahead."
    

    

    
      With that, he shut the door before Cai Zhonglin could say another word.
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Cai Zhonglin understood immediately—Chen Ming was deliberately leaving them hanging.
    

    

    
      He now had only one judgment of Li Qingchang: overestimating himself and inviting humiliation.
    

    

    
      When Cai Zhonglin relayed the gatekeeper’s words to Li Qingchang, he saw his face instantly darken, so he lowered his head and pretended not to notice.
    

    

    
      After a long while, Cai Zhonglin heard Li Qingchang grit his teeth and squeeze out three words:
    

    

    
      "Let’s go!"
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. At least they wouldn’t have to suffer here any longer.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Li Qingchang’s carriage left the alley, it passed by another luxurious carriage heading in the opposite direction. 
    

    

    
      This later carriage likewise stopped in front of the Chen Residence’s main gate.
    

    

    
      Stepping out from the carriage was Feng Siyuan. He walked up and knocked on the door. When the door opened, the gatekeeper Old Li wore an unpleasant expression, as if about to curse. But upon seeing who it was, his face lit up with a smile, exclaiming with delight, "So it’s Young Master Feng! I thought it was that guy from earlier again—my apologies."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan looked a little curious. "Who was that earlier?"
    

    

    
      When he had gotten off the carriage, the coachman had already mentioned that the previous one belonged to the Guanglong Trading Company.
    

    

    
      Old Li grumbled angrily, "Just some petty man who went wild the moment he tasted success. Forget it, better not to talk about him—what bad luck. Please, come in."
    

    

    
      Hearing that made Feng Siyuan even more intrigued.
    

    

    
      After entering the backyard, he happened to see Chen Ming sparring with Gu Yuantao. 
    

    

    
      With his own weak cultivation, he could only watch for fun. After greeting Zhang Mingyu who was seated nearby, he took a seat himself.
    

    

    
      After a while, the bout finally ended with Chen Ming claiming victory by a single move.
    

    

    
      "Thank you for yielding."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming clasped his hands in salute. Seeing that Gu Yuantao stood frozen and unresponsive, he paid it no mind—already used to such behavior—and went over to sit at the table.
    

    

    
      He said to Feng Siyuan, "Brother Feng, are you here to play mediator too?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan smiled. "I didn’t expect you to possess prophetic abilities. The old man from my house sent me here. You know how it is—we all do business in Qingfeng City, so there’s some connection."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming chuckled. "The Qi Family really has a wide network."
    

    

    
      "You don’t have to worry about us. The Qi father and son act disgracefully—it’s simply inhuman. Go ahead and deal with them however you like. I can’t help you publicly, but I’ll offer some support behind the scenes."
    

    

    
      "Thanks."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming personally poured him a cup of Blackbone Spirit Tea.
    

    

    
      After finishing the main topic, Feng Siyuan asked, "By the way, did someone come earlier? Your gatekeeper didn’t let him in."
    

    

    
      Before Chen Ming could respond, Zhang Mingyu said, "What a disgrace to the sect. It’s shameful to say—he was once a registered disciple of my master. Four months ago, during the Disciple Recruitment Assembly, he became a disciple of Senior Gold Saber. The moment he got a taste of success, he turned arrogant. Today he even came flaunting his status as a disciple of a Third Grade Expert…"
    

    

    
      As Feng Siyuan listened, the smile vanished from his face and was replaced by anger. Finally, he slammed the table.
    

    

    
      "Outrageous!"
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that the lucky one who managed to become a disciple of a Third Grade Expert during the Disciple Recruitment Assembly would dare to come show off in front of Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Was this not turning the heavens upside down?
    

    

    
      If it hadn’t been for Chen Ming, how could that assembly even have happened? How would they have had the chance to become disciples of Third Grade Experts?
    

    

    
      And now, they didn’t even regard Chen Ming anymore.
    

    

    
      What’s worse, that Li Qingchang had even been from the same sect as Chen Ming. One stroke of fortune, and he completely lost his mind.
    

    

    
      The more Feng Siyuan thought about it, the angrier he became. A hint of killing intent flickered across his face.
    

    

    
      "How could such an ungrateful person exist in this world? Alas, this shows my failure in managing my people. To cause such a mess—Brother Chen, I hope you won’t hold it against me. I will definitely give you an explanation for this!"
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      "It was just a small matter."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t take it to heart. In a vast forest, there were all kinds of birds.
    

    

    
      In this world, there were people like Zhou Weihao, warm-hearted and always putting friends' matters before themselves. There were also people like Li Qingchang, who couldn’t see the bigger picture—achieving a bit and then becoming unbearably smug, as if he wished the entire world to know.
    

    

    
      For such people, he didn’t even have the mood to slap their faces.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming changed the subject. "Brother Feng, your family has a deep heritage. Do you know much about the Heaven's Path Alliance?"
    

    

    
      He had just asked Gu Yuantao, but Gu Yuantao didn’t know much either—only some generic information he had already heard before.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan clapped his hands and said, "Now that’s the right person to ask. Some time ago, there were constant rumors that the Heaven's Path Alliance would send disciples to deal with the monsters from the Cult of Eternal Life. I specifically asked around, but unfortunately, no disciples of the Heaven's Path Alliance ever appeared. I didn’t get the chance to connect with them."
    

    

    
      There was some regret in his tone.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, in fact, not only did disciples from the Heaven's Path Alliance come, but you even met them.
    

    

    
      "Although the Heaven's Path Alliance is the foremost among the Nine Great Sects, famed across the world, most of the rumors about them are just hearsay. Have you ever heard of any confirmed deeds of their disciples in Jiangzhou?"
    

    

    
      Among those in the courtyard, except Gu Yuantao who was still in a daze, Chen Ming and Zhang Mingyu both listened attentively, trying to recall. Then they both shook their heads.
    

    

    
      They truly couldn’t remember any such credible rumors.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan lowered his voice and said, "It’s said that this was because the Heaven's Path Alliance acted too domineeringly and made too many enemies. So, starting three hundred years ago, every time disciples of the Heaven's Path Alliance went out for tempering journeys, they were ambushed by mysterious assassins. Even when the experts of the Heaven's Path Alliance retaliated afterward, it still failed to intimidate those people."
    

    

    
      "Such targeted ambushes against their disciples continued for many years. As a result, numerous battles broke out between Divine Repository Realm experts, shaking the heavens and earth."
    

    

    
      "Later on, the higher-ups of the Heaven's Path Alliance went on a massive killing spree to intimidate their potential enemies—every person involved in the ambushes, their affiliated sects and families, were all exterminated. During that period, blood flowed like rivers across the Great Jin Dynasty. Countless forces, sects, and aristocratic families were annihilated."
    

    

    
      "These bloody massacres eventually provoked a few reclusive old monsters, who fought a great battle with the Heaven's Path Alliance’s experts. That battle shattered the heavens and overturned the mountains and rivers. Countless civilians perished. Eventually, the imperial family of the Great Jin intervened to mediate and put an end to the catastrophe."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Zhang Mingyu stared at each other in shock, feeling like they were listening to a myth. It didn’t seem real.
    

    

    
      Seeing their reactions, Feng Siyuan guessed what they were thinking and chuckled. "When I first heard this story, I had the same reaction as you. Then, I went and checked the county chronicles."
    

    

    
      "Guess what? Many county chronicles recorded that three hundred years ago, there were several years of frequent natural disasters—earthquakes, tsunamis, landslides, rivers changing course… resulting in population being halved in some counties. What’s even scarier is that these disasters affected more than half of the prefectures in the Great Jin. If you don’t believe me, you can look it up."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought for a moment. Considering the Heaven's Path Alliance’s way of doing things, it wasn’t surprising they made enemies everywhere.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu couldn’t help but ask, "What happened afterward?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan replied, "After that, the Heaven's Path Alliance added a new sect rule: they would never interfere in the feuds between martial artists. Moreover, ever since then, their disciples started acting extremely low-key—like dragons that show their heads but not their tails."
    

    

    
      At this moment, Zhang Mingyu couldn’t help but ask, "Why do disciples of the Heaven's Path Alliance have to go out for tempering journeys? Why not just stay in the sect and cultivate until they’ve mastered their martial arts before coming out?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan looked mysterious and said, "Do you know why the Heaven's Path Alliance is so powerful that they can oppose the entire world with just one sect?"
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu quickly asked, "Why?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan answered, "Because the Heaven's Path Alliance is favored by the Heavenly Dao. They act on behalf of the heavens and can borrow the power of the Heavenly Dao."
    

    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan continued, "But not just anyone can be favored by the Heavenly Dao. Only those who are utterly selfless and possess a heart of sincerity can cultivate the supreme techniques of the Heaven's Path Alliance. Moreover, after reaching a certain stage in cultivation, they must enter the world and temper themselves to progress further."
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu listened, dumbfounded. "There’s really such a cultivation method in this world?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly recalled the changes that happened to Su Zhi Ning that morning. She even formally thanked him afterward. So it was truly a breakthrough.
    

    

    
      What was this, heart-path flow?
    

    

    
      As long as one’s state of mind progressed, their strength would also rise?
    

    

    
      At this moment, Feng Siyuan added, "Haven’t you noticed? In Jiangzhou, most aristocratic families are only a few hundred years old. It’s rare to find one older than three hundred years. Even the Three Great Aristocratic Families and the Four Great Sects all rose within the past two hundred years..."
    

    

    
      At that moment, Gu Yuantao finally finished his reflection and walked over. He suddenly said, "Our Gu Family also started to rise only two hundred and fifty years ago."
    

    

    
      That alone served as indirect proof of Feng Siyuan’s words.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After nightfall, Feng Siyuan and the other two had already left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was again reading that 《Phantom Form and Shadow》, but after a short while, he began to lose focus. In the end, he shook his head and closed the book.
    

    

    
      Relying on a manual to learn an internal technique was something he could barely manage. But a movement technique was far too complicated—there were too many maneuvers and numerous terms referencing the Eight Trigrams’ directions. To him, it felt like reading the heavenly script.
    

    

    
      At that moment, footsteps sounded outside.
    

    

    
      Chunxiang whispered, "Young Master, Young Master Zhao is here."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming rose and went out to greet, only to see Zhao Xiyan wearing male attire and holding that folding fan, standing in the courtyard. Moonlight spilled over her body, and her gaze carried a unique charm.
    

    

    
      Compared to the first time they met, she had grown taller, more mature. Her figure had become slender and tall. She was no longer a flat-chested girl.
    

    

    
      She stood in the courtyard without entering the room and spoke, "You’re going to deal with the Qi Family?"
    

    

    
      In fact, though she had visited his home many times, she always stayed in the courtyard. Her personal maid always accompanied her, and she had never entered his room.
    

    

    
      From this, it was evident that she had clear boundaries in certain matters.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat down at the table and said, "They jumped out on their own. It’s the perfect time to deal with them."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan said softly, "My father is taking me to Jiangzhou tomorrow to visit an elder. I fear it will be ten days or half a month before I return."
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang bringing her to Jiangzhou at this timing made it clear—he didn’t want her to interfere in the feud between Chen Ming and Jinyuan Prosperity Trading.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled, "It’s fine. Don’t worry, just go."
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan looked a bit concerned. "That Qi Yanhong is no ordinary person. There are a lot of connections behind him. Can you handle it? Actually, if you could wait a bit longer until you reach Fourth Grade, it’d be much easier."
    

    

    
      "Qi Yanhong isn’t a fool. You think he’d sit and wait to die?"
    

    

    
      "That’s true. Just be careful. If it really doesn’t work out, consider reconciling with the Qi Family."
    

    

    
      "Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan."
    

    

    
      "I have to go. I snuck out. If my father finds out, I’ll be grounded again."
    

    

    
      "Mm, head back."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched her leave, the smile on his face slowly fading.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Su Zhi Ning’s voice rang out from behind. "She suits you well."
    

    

    
      "Thanks."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t turn around. He had already grown used to her appearing and disappearing like a ghost.
    

    

    
      "You don’t seem too happy?"
    

    

    
      "How could I not be?"Chen Ming turned around and changed the subject. "There are many parts in 《Phantom Form and Shadow》 I don’t understand. Miss Su, could you give me some guidance?"
    

    

    
      "I can."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the Qi Residence, Qi Xingdong had just returned home when he was stopped by the steward, who said the master wanted to see him.
    

    

    
      He went straight to the study. As soon as he entered, he asked anxiously, "Father, how did it go?"
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong sat in the grand armchair, his expression heavy. "Young people are always impulsive—even a Third Grade Expert’s face means nothing to them."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Qi Xingdong’s heart sank halfway. He asked, "Then what do we do next?"
    

    

    
      Seeing his useless expression, Qi Yanhong felt a surge of anger but could only suppress it.
    

    

    
      He had many sons, but none were successful. This third son was the only one he could still count on.
    

    

    
      He said in a deep voice, "Inspector Zhao will head to Jiangzhou tomorrow for a report and will bring his daughter along."
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong’s eyes lit up, and he said excitedly, "So the Inspector doesn’t think highly of that brat? Hah, I knew it! That kind of pauper background—how could he ever win over Lord Zhao?"
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong’s face remained expressionless. "At this point, we have no retreat. I’ve contacted your Fifth Uncle. Don’t go out for the next few days."
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong’s heart skipped a beat when he heard “Fifth Uncle.” "To deal with that brat, is it really necessary for Fifth Uncle to act?"
    

    

    
      That “Fifth Uncle” was their Qi Family’s ultimate trump card, hidden for over a decade. Using him just for someone like Chen Ming seemed like a waste.
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong said, "Dong’er, remember this—when a lion hunts a rabbit, it must use all its strength. Once we decide to act, we strike with thunderous force and leave no room for the opponent to breathe."
    

    

    
      Although Qi Xingdong didn’t agree, he could not argue against it.
    

  Chapter 127: Warning

    
      Chapter 127: Warning
    

    

    
      In the east of the city, inside a certain residence, Li Qingchang was practicing saber techniques in the courtyard, slashing one strike after another into the air to vent his inner frustration.
    

    

    
      This place was a property of Guanglong Trading Company. After becoming a disciple, he had studied under his master for two months before being sent back to Qingfeng City. He was required to return every three months for an assessment of his martial progress.
    

    

    
      His master was advanced in age and preferred tranquility, choosing to live in a small town in the countryside, unwilling to enter the city.
    

    

    
      The more Li Qingchang thought about it, the angrier he became. Suddenly, he slashed at the pine tree in the courtyard, cutting the trunk clean in two.
    

    

    
      With a crackling sound, the pine tree, as thick as a bowl’s rim, leaned over and finally crashed down with a thunderous thud.
    

    

    
      He sheathed his saber and stood still, vowing in his heart, "Once I break through to Sixth Grade, I will surely wash away today’s humiliation!"
    

    

    
      He was incredibly confident in this.
    

    

    
      He was cultivating a top-tier cultivation method; once he reached Sixth Grade, the quality of his true qi would far surpass that of ordinary Sixth Grade practitioners. Defeating someone like Chen Ming would be a walk in the park, wouldn’t it?
    

    

    
      Suddenly, footsteps were heard outside.
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang said unhappily, "Didn’t I say not to disturb me during training?"
    

    

    
      But then a somewhat familiar voice replied, "Third Senior Brother."
    

    

    
      He turned around and, surprised, said, "Little Junior Brother? Why are you here?"
    

    

    
      The visitor was indeed his junior who had entered the sect at the same time—Duan Xiaoliu. He was only at the Ninth Grade, and due to his young age, he had been ranked fifth upon joining.
    

    

    
      After speaking, Li Qingchang felt something was off about his junior today. In the past, this Little Junior Brother was always respectful and deferential to him. But today, not only did he not salute, he also stared at him with a solemn expression.
    

    

    
      "Third Senior Brother, do you recognize this?"
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu held up a golden saber in his hands.
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang was shocked and swallowed nervously. "This is Master’s golden saber."
    

    

    
      "As long as you recognize it." Duan Xiaoliu’s gaze turned sharp as he declared, "Master has ordered me to deliver this message: Senior Brother is to be grounded in the residence for one year for deep reflection. During this period, you are not to step outside the gate. Any violation will result in expulsion from the sect!"
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang felt like he had been struck with a club. He staggered and nearly collapsed to the ground.
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu stepped forward to support him, sighed, and said, "Third Senior Brother, accept the order."
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang seemed as if he had suffered a blow to the head. His expression twisted as he grabbed Duan Xiaoliu’s collar and roared, "Why? What did I do wrong?"
    

    

    
      Duan Xiaoliu did not get angry. He explained, "The person Master sent said you shouldn’t have offended Third Young Master!"
    

    

    
      "I—"
    

    

    
      Li Qingchang wanted to explain, but the words got stuck in his throat. Soon, his entire demeanor wilted. He loosened his grip and said in a hoarse voice, "Disciple… accepts the order."
    

    

    
      Everything he currently possessed—his status, position, cultivation—was all given by his master. No matter how his master punished him, he could only endure it.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      That night was destined to be a sleepless one.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning had taught through the entire night, and Chen Ming finally gained a vivid understanding of 《Phantom Step》. However, he was still far from entry level.
    

    

    
      Not until dawn approached did Su Zhi Ning end this teaching session. Before leaving, she asked a sharp question, "How exactly did you train your sword technique?"
    

    

    
      It was her first time seeing someone so dense. It was merely a second-tier movement technique—what was so difficult about it? The mnemonic chant was clearly simple, yet he asked again and again, needing patient explanations several times before he could grasp it.
    

    

    
      His comprehension was just too poor.
    

    

    
      In truth, she had never even trained in this 《Phantom Step》 herself—she had simply learned it after reading through it once.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, "I’m a slow starter."
    

    

    
      He had average talent. How could he possibly compare with someone like Su Zhi Ning, a true disciple of the top of the Nine Great Sects, who had already reached Fourth Grade cultivation in her early twenties?
    

    

    
      If it weren’t for the system, he would never have had any chance to associate with such a heaven-blessed woman.
    

    

    
      Just then, the sound of footsteps came from outside. Su Zhi Ning’s figure flashed and disappeared as if melting into thin air.
    

    

    
      What a superb movement technique!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly felt a pang of envy. Joining a great sect truly had its perks—advanced martial arts at your fingertips, and a master to guide you hand-in-hand.
    

    

    
      Having a teacher and learning on one’s own—those were truly two entirely different things.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That day, Chen Ming did not go out; he stayed at home.
    

    

    
      He had a feeling that the Qi Family would make a move in the next few days. It was pure intuition.
    

    

    
      If they still didn’t act, he would take certain measures to force their hand. His longsword was already thirsting for blood.
    

    

    
      The day passed in complete calm.
    

    

    
      After nightfall, he remained seated in his room, flipping through the 《Phantom Form and Shadow》. With Su Zhi Ning’s guidance from the night before, he now understood the specialized terms related to the Eight Trigrams’ directions and could finally, albeit barely, comprehend the manual.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning had not reappeared—presumably, she no longer wished to teach him.
    

    

    
      He could understand that feeling. In his previous life on Earth, he had once helped his third-grade nephew with homework. It drove his blood pressure sky-high, making him want to smash the idiot’s head open with a hammer just to see what kind of structure was inside.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s mood was probably much the same back then.
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, it had reached the latter half of the night.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming detected an unusual draft—a sound caused by someone’s movement stirring the air.
    

    

    
      Someone was coming!
    

    

    
      He reached out and gripped the sword hilt.
    

    

    
      No—something was wrong.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly let go. The person approaching was alone and had very low cultivation—at most, Seventh Grade. No matter how foolish Qi Yanhong was, he wouldn’t send someone of such level to assassinate him.
    

    

    
       "It’s me."
    

    

    
      The visitor stopped at the door. As soon as they spoke, Chen Ming found the voice familiar and asked in surprise, "Is that… Junior Sister Zhong?"
    

    

    
      It was actually Zhong Shuyu, the disciple of that lunatic Junior Sister Huo.
    

    

    
      This woman’s background was anything but simple. She had once been hunted by the Six Doors Authority—accused of being a pirate.
    

    

    
      About half a year ago, she had also appeared at the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion. At that time, she was with a red-clad woman. Although she wore a veil, Chen Ming recognized her at a glance.
    

    

    
      Not long after, her master—that lunatic old woman—arrived at the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion in search of Senior Shang.
    

    

    
      Although her cultivation wasn’t high, there was an air of mystery about her, clearly indicating she harbored many secrets.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu remained outside the door and did not enter. She spoke in a very low voice, "Someone wants to kill you."
    

    

    
      "The leader is called Wan Laosan, a Fifth Grade expert. The other three are his sworn brothers, all Sixth Grade. These four are pirates with fearsome reputations on the seas—they never leave survivors. You’d best lay low."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Thank you, Junior Sister, for the warning."
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu gave no reply; she had already departed.
    

    

    
      A Fifth Grade and three Sixth Grades. Qi Yanhong truly thought highly of him to send such a lineup.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was not surprised that the Qi Family would enlist pirates.
    

    

    
      Among the trading companies in Qingfeng City, not a single one could claim innocence—each had ties to pirates. For a murder, there was no better choice than these desperate rogues.
    

    

    
      The legendary assassin organizations weren’t something just anyone could get in touch with.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After leaving the Chen Residence, Zhong Shuyu slipped into a narrow alley, only to suddenly see a person standing ahead. Her heart gave a jolt.
    

    

    
      "You’ve disappointed me deeply!"
    

    

    
      Upon hearing the voice, Zhong Shuyu was struck as if by lightning. She dropped to her knees with a thud, "This servant deserves death. I await Miss’s punishment."
    

    

    
      The one in the alley was the mysterious red-clad woman. Shrouded in darkness, she spoke with a hint of anger in her tone, "Do you even understand what you’re doing? This is betrayal—betraying your own brothers. If the Sea Lord finds out, do you know what the consequences will be?"
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu simply remained prostrated, crying softly, "This servant knows my sin is unforgivable. I am ready for punishment."
    

    

    
      The red-clad woman stared at her for a long while before softly asking, "Was it worth it?"
    

    

    
      "He once saved my life. Now… I’m merely returning it."
    

    

    
      "Foolish."
    

    

    
      The red-clad woman’s voice was tinged with disappointment. After a long pause, she finally said, "Get up."
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu finally lifted her head. "Miss…"
    

    

    
      "You and I are like sisters. How could I bear to watch you die?"
    

    

    
      "Thank you… Miss."Zhong Shuyu was deeply moved, her voice choked with emotion.
    

    

    
      "However, I also cannot sit by and watch my own brothers be killed."
    

    

    
      The red-clad woman looked in the direction of the Chen Residence and said coldly, "Don’t worry. I won’t make a move. But he shouldn’t think he can use the Six Doors Authority to eliminate Wan Laosan and his men."
    

  Chapter 128: Fifth Grade

    
      Chapter 128: Fifth Grade
    

    

    
      In the alley near the Chen Residence, Zhong Shuyu followed behind the Woman in Red, her heart burning with anxiety, yet she could do nothing.
    

    

    
      Wan Laosan had once been an independent pirate with a fleet of a dozen ships. Later, he was subdued by the Sea Lord and became a sworn brother. During the battle against Zheng Longwang, he had rendered considerable service. As a result, he was rewarded and named one of the Thirty-Six Generals.
    

    

    
      Today, Wan Laosan had arrived in the city with three sworn brothers. After securing a base of operations, they revealed their purpose: they had come to kill Chen Ming, and they would act tonight.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Zhong Shuyu was horrified. After nightfall, she seized a chance to slip away and immediately rushed to warn Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      She knew that Chen Ming was currently at the Sixth Grade—how could he possibly stand against Wan Laosan?
    

    

    
      The only hope of survival was to seek help from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      However, that path had also been blocked by Miss Zhao. She stood guard here specifically, ensuring that not even a fly could leave the Chen Residence, let alone someone going to seek aid from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu naturally understood that Miss Zhao did this entirely for her own good.
    

    

    
      The Sea Lord was known for his impartial severity—if he learned she had betrayed their brotherhood, he would never spare her.
    

    

    
      But if things continued this way, was she to watch helplessly as Chen Ming was killed by that Wan Laosan?
    

    

    
      Time ticked by. The Chen Residence remained deathly quiet; no one had left.
    

    

    
      She didn’t know how much time had passed when suddenly, the Woman in Red slightly lifted her head and looked in a certain direction.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu instinctively followed her gaze and vaguely caught sight of several figures leaping over the walls of the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      Those figures moved with astonishing speed and made no sound at all—clearly seasoned experts.
    

    

    
      Her heart tightened. She was just about to cry out in warning, heedless of everything else, when she was horrified to discover that she could not speak. Not only that, her body wouldn’t move either.
    

    

    
      Miss Zhao’s voice came to her ears, "Xiaoyu, you’ve already done enough for him. You need not feel guilty."
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu could not speak; only two streams of tears slid from the corners of her eyes.
    

    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the Woman in Red let out a soft murmur, staring toward the Chen Residence as she muttered, "A breakthrough at the brink of battle?"
    

    

    
      A breakthrough at the brink of battle?
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Zhong Shuyu’s heart trembled. Strangely, a flicker of hope rose within her once more.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "They’re here!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had been studying the 《Phantom Step》 when he suddenly heard Su Zhi Ning’s warning.
    

    

    
      They were finally here.
    

    

    
      He closed the manual in his hands, a trace of excitement in his heart. He picked up his sword, pushed open the door, and stepped into the courtyard, looking up.
    

    

    
      This time, four pirates had come. That meant there would be no burden in killing them.
    

    

    
      So far, he had fought countless people. But those who had actually died by his hand numbered only ten.
    

    

    
      Killing an enemy yielded several times more experience points than simply defeating them. Tonight promised a windfall.
    

    

    
      A few seconds later, Chen Ming spotted four figures, all charging straight toward him.
    

    

    
      He said, "Miss Su, help me hold off the Fifth Grade one. I just need ten breaths. Don’t kill him."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      The four pirates dressed in night attire, upon seeing Chen Ming standing in the courtyard, did not waste a single word. They attacked instantly.
    

    

    
      Each wielded a saber, flanking from the front and both sides. To deal with a mere Sixth Grade opponent, the four had chosen to strike together—clearly, they had no regard for martial virtue.
    

    

    
      Faced with a coordinated strike from three Sixth Grade and one Fifth Grade, even with Chen Ming’s current strength, he had no chance.
    

    

    
      There was a vast gulf between the Sixth and Fifth Grades—a fundamental difference in realm.
    

    

    
      Buzz!
    

    

    
      With a buzzing hum of a sword, the central black-clad man’s body suddenly froze—he actually stopped moving. The flawless net of encirclement formed by the four now had a gap.
    

    

    
      With his wealth of combat experience, Chen Ming instantly seized the opening and drew his sword.
    

    

    
      In the darkness, it was as if a clear and sharp phoenix cry echoed forth!
    

    

    
      Scorching heat engulfed the three black-clad men in an instant.
    

    

    
      "Nirvana of Nine Cycles!"
    

    

    
      From the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》, this was the most devastating killing move—designed specifically to counter group assaults, its lethality was immense.
    

    

    
      To the side, Su Zhi Ning, who was responsible for holding off Wan Laosan, couldn't help but glance over, a hint of surprise flashing in her eyes. This level of swordsmanship was quite impressive.
    

    

    
      She was even more puzzled—based on the comprehension and learning ability he had demonstrated last night, how had he managed to reach such proficiency in swordsmanship?
    

    

    
      She had inquired before: this man had always wielded a saber and had only recently switched to practicing swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "No—"
    

    

    
      From the corner of his eye, Wan Laosan saw his three sworn brothers slain by a single sword strike. His eyes bulged with rage, and he was about to charge over and kill that brat to avenge his brothers.
    

    

    
      Buzz！
    

    

    
      At that moment, another burst of sword qi came flying at him, forcing him to take a step back.
    

    

    
      He roared, "Who’s there? Come out and fight your grandpa if you dare!"
    

    

    
      Buzz！
    

    

    
      What answered him was yet another burst of sword qi.
    

    

    
      Wan Laosan didn’t even know where the sword qi was coming from. The hatred in his heart surged—so Chen Ming actually had such a powerful expert hidden by his side.
    

    

    
      Damn it...
    

    

    
      Even though he was consumed with rage, he still understood the principle that if the green hills remain, there will be wood to burn.
    

    

    
      He had already developed the intent to retreat.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【You have killed an LV47 enemy, gained 20000 EXP】
    

    
      【You have killed an LV46 enemy, gained 20000 EXP】
    

    

    
      【You have killed an LV47 enemy, gained 20000 EXP】
    

    

    
      Seeing the prompts pop up before him, Chen Ming no longer hesitated. He silently muttered in his heart—Add Points!
    

    

    
      He instantly allocated ten thousand points to 《True Art of Two Principles》.
    

    

    
      Boom.
    

    

    
      He felt a surge of power welling up within him. His true qi expanded again, reaching its limit. Just as his meridians felt on the verge of bursting, something within suddenly broke through.
    

    

    
      That immense true qi finally found an outlet, endlessly pouring in.
    

    

    
      This was the qi sea.
    

    

    
      Fifth Grade—Qi Sea Realm!
    

    

    
      The qi sea was indeed like an ocean. The amount of true qi it could contain was dozens to hundreds of times more than before.
    

    

    
      【Level: 50】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 213452】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level – Mastery), True Art of Two Principles (Fifth Level – 6781/1500000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Perfection), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Perfection), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Perfection), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Perfection), Vermilion Bird Sword Technique (Proficient – 3123/500000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Disguise Technique (Perfection)】
    

    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning couldn’t help but glance at him again. This time, she wasn’t just surprised—she found it unbelievable: he had actually reached Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      So fast!
    

    

    
      Even someone as talented as her had taken over a year to go from Sixth Grade to Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming—if she remembered correctly—had only just broken through to Sixth Grade seven months ago.
    

    

    
      This person’s progress speed was actually twice as fast as hers.
    

    

    
      How was that possible?
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that no one in this world could cultivate faster than her—but to be nearly twice as fast, that was theoretically implausible.
    

    

    
      True qi required a process of accumulation. The more advanced the martial art, the slower the growth of true qi. And he cultivated Pure Yang techniques—Pure Yang true qi was famously slow to grow.
    

    

    
      Just as she was still reeling from shock, Chen Ming spoke, "Many thanks to Miss Su for your help."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning was taken aback, then quickly understood his meaning—he was preparing to act personally.
    

    

    
      No wonder he only asked her to stall that Fifth Grade opponent for ten breaths. He had planned it all along—to ride the momentum and confidence gained from killing three Sixth Grades to charge into the Fifth Grade, and then personally deal with the Fifth Grade enemy.
    

    

    
      She didn’t know whether to call him confident—or arrogant.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning silently withdrew.
    

    

    
      Wan Laosan suddenly felt the pressure lighten. He looked up and saw Chen Ming standing before him. Seeing the one who had killed his three sworn brothers, his eyes burned with murderous intent.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he realized he had fallen into a trap. That hidden enemy was far stronger than him.
    

    

    
      Tonight—his odds of survival were grim.
    

    

    
      Now, he finally saw a chance to turn the tables.
    

    

    
      The enemy had overreached and underestimated him—allowing Chen Ming to face him alone, clearly intending to use him as a whetstone.
    

    

    
      As long as he could unleash a lightning-fast strike and capture Chen Ming alive, there was still a sliver of hope.
    

    

    
      Just a newly advanced Fifth Grade—
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming struck.
    

    

    
      In an instant, Wan Laosan felt as though a sky full of sword shadows enveloped him. He was thoroughly startled and finally understood why his three sworn brothers had been slain in an instant.
    

    

    
      This youth’s swordsmanship was so formidable—he was a formidable foe!
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      Outside the Chen Residence, in a narrow alley, unable to move, Zhong Shuyu grew even more anxious as Miss once again fell silent.
    

    

    
      What did breaking through during combat mean?
    

    

    
      Why didn’t she continue speaking?
    

    

    
      What was going on inside?
    

    

    
      She was nearly dying of worry, when suddenly, her vision blurred, and Miss vanished from where she had stood. Startled, she thought—what was Miss planning to do?
    

    

    
      She instinctively wanted to shout, only to realize the restriction on her body was still in effect. She still couldn’t move, nor make a sound.
    

    

    
      A sense of foreboding surged in her heart…
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Inside the courtyard, sword qi surged in all directions.
    

    

    
      Wan Laosan was like a man inside a blazing furnace. Each time he cleaved apart a strand of sword qi, a trace of scorching true qi would invade his body, searing his meridians.
    

    

    
      At first, his own robust true qi could easily neutralize this foreign true qi. But as time went on, he realized things weren’t so simple.
    

    

    
      The invading true qi kept increasing. Only then did he realize just how vicious and tenacious the opponent’s true qi was. Unwittingly, some of his meridians had already been damaged.
    

    

    
      A mix of shock and rage filled his heart. "What kind of cultivation method is this brat practicing?"
    

    

    
      Wan Laosan’s surname wasn’t actually Wan, but Qi. His father was a distant cousin of Qi Yanhong, and they hadn’t known each other before.
    

    

    
      He came from a poor family and lost his father at an early age. To make a living, he joined a shipping crew as a teenager. Unfortunately, on his first voyage, they encountered pirates. Because of his youth, he was captured and brought back to their den.
    

    

    
      Later, relying on his wit and outstanding martial talent, he acknowledged a pirate leader as his foster father.
    

    

    
      A few years later, he had become a minor pirate leader himself. Upon returning home to visit his mother, he learned she had been receiving help over the years from a distant relative.
    

    

    
      He went to offer thanks. That relative turned out to be Qi Yanhong. From that point on, Qi Yanhong had secretly supported him—providing intelligence, cultivation methods, martial techniques…
    

    

    
      Qi Laosan owed all he had today to Qi Yanhong’s strong backing. Without the top-tier cultivation method Qi Yanhong had given him, it would’ve been impossible for him to reach the Fifth Grade before the age of forty.
    

    

    
      It was precisely with this vast and formidable true qi that he had few rivals at sea. Even against martial artists of the same level, he could fight and win, earning considerable fame.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought that today, facing a brat who had just broken through to Fifth Grade, he would be suppressed?
    

    

    
      How could he not be shocked?
    

    

    
      At this moment, Wan Laosan—no, Qi Laosan—had already given up the idea of capturing his opponent. He only wanted to find a chance to escape.
    

    

    
      The city was different from the sea.
    

    

    
      On the vast ocean, once you met an enemy and clashed, there were only two outcomes: death or submission. There was nowhere to flee, no matter how great your agility skills.
    

    

    
      But now, on land, there had to be a chance!
    

    

    
      Qi Laosan’s face was full of ambition. How could he be willing to die here?
    

    

    
      Just then, in a moment of distraction, a streak of sword light swept over from an angle he couldn’t have imagined.
    

    

    
      Startled, he hurriedly withdrew his hand. At that crucial instant, the damaged meridian delayed the circulation of his true qi slightly, causing his reaction to slow by a fraction.
    

    

    
      That fraction cost him dearly.
    

    

    
      In a flash of sword light, his right hand holding the saber was severed at the wrist.
    

    

    
      "Ah—"
    

    

    
      Qi Laosan let out a pained howl like a wounded beast.
    

    

    
      Just when he thought he was doomed, the sword halted before his throat. Then he heard Chen Ming say, "You’ve lost!"
    

    

    
      In Qi Laosan’s heart, a sliver of hope returned. In a hoarse voice, he said, "I admit defeat! I’ll accept whatever you do to me."
    

    

    
      As a pirate, submitting to the strong was nothing to be ashamed of. After becoming a pirate, he had surrendered to seven or eight people.
    

    

    
      Then, he saw a satisfied smile appear on Chen Ming’s face as he said, "Very good. I want to fight you again. Pick up the saber."
    

    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    

    
      Such a request left Liu Laosan stunned, at a total loss.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      On the rooftop, the woman in red stared intently at Chen Ming in the courtyard. A fiery glow lit her eyes, as if she were beholding a priceless treasure.
    

    

    
      "That’s right. He must have been cultivating the 《Lunar True Scripture》 alongside it. Otherwise, it’s absolutely impossible for him to have progressed this quickly. The fifth level of the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》… No wonder Uncle Shang values him so highly…"
    

    

    
      Her emotions surged uncontrollably within her, leaving her momentarily unable to compose herself.
    

    

    
      Previously, she had never placed any hope on Chen Ming. The reason was simple—Lone Yang does not grow. The 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 was an extreme yang and unyielding cultivation method, incredibly difficult to cultivate.
    

    

    
      During the body tempering phase, this wasn’t apparent. But once reaching Sixth Grade and cultivating Pure Yang True Qi, it usually took a long time to break through to the next level—some might never break through in their lifetime.
    

    

    
      The last person to cultivate the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 to Third Grade was Marshal Xu, who possessed extraordinary talent and used tricks just to barely reach Third Grade. As a result, his cultivation never progressed beyond that.
    

    

    
      To master this cultivation method, one needed a naturally Pure Yang Constitution. Ordinary people simply could not achieve it.
    

    

    
      Because of this, the woman in red became so emotional upon discovering that Chen Ming had broken through to Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      In fact, she had already found someone with a Pure Yang Constitution and kept him by her side for nearly ten years. After obtaining the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》, she immediately sent it to him to begin cultivation.
    

    

    
      Over the past few months, his progress had been rapid.
    

    

    
      At this pace, he could likely break through to Third Grade within ten years.
    

    

    
      Naturally, she had placed all her hopes on that person.
    

    

    
      But she had not expected Chen Ming to give her such a tremendous surprise. Even after cultivating True Qi, his advancement was shockingly fast.
    

    

    
      From Sixth Grade to Fifth Grade, he had taken less than a year.
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, she had suspected that he had switched to another cultivation method and came personally to confirm it.
    

    

    
      She saw with her own eyes that the True Qi within Chen Ming was undeniably Pure Yang True Qi.
    

    

    
      It was an enormous surprise, and she could hardly contain her emotions.
    

    

    
      "At his current rate of progress, he might be able to challenge Third Grade in less than five years!"
    

    

    
      As the woman in red thought this, her heartbeat quickened further.
    

    

    
      She suddenly felt a bit of regret. She had once considered recruiting him, but at a moment’s hesitation, failed to act.
    

    

    
      最⊥新⊥小⊥說⊥在⊥⊥⊥首⊥發！
    

    

    
      Thankfully, it was not too late.
    

    

    
      As the thoughts surged in the woman in red’s mind, she saw Chen Ming below sever Wan Laosan’s left hand with just over ten moves.
    

    

    
      His posture was like that of a cat toying with a mouse. Clearly, he intended to slowly toy his enemy to death. The smile on his face looked incredibly brutal.
    

    

    
      Such a personality suited her tastes perfectly.
    

    

    
      "Kill me——"
    

    

    
      With both hands severed, Wan Laosan had fallen into utter despair, finally realizing he was being toyed with.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stabbed his sword into his chest, ending his sinful life.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV56 enemy, gaining 50,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Fifty thousand!
    

    

    
      Adding to the two earlier defeats—ten thousand and five thousand respectively—it totaled sixty-five thousand experience points. Quite a lot.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wiped the blood off his sword, sheathed it, raised his head, and looked toward the rooftop across from him—completely empty.
    

    

    
      He was slightly puzzled. "I clearly felt someone just now."
    

    

    
      Could it have been Du Caiyue?
    

    

    
      Since no one took action, it naturally meant they weren’t an enemy. The most likely scenario was that Zhao Xiyan had asked Du Caiyue to protect him before leaving.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Miss Su, did you see the person on the rooftop just now?"
    

    

    
      A moment later, just as he thought Su Zhi Ning didn’t intend to answer, she finally spoke. "That was a Third Grade."
    

    

    
      Third Grade?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was astonished.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the alley, Zhong Shuyu, who had long been anxiously waiting, finally saw Miss return. "Miss——"
    

    

    
      As soon as she opened her mouth, she realized she could speak again.
    

    

    
      "Let’s go."
    

    

    
      The woman in red flicked her sleeve, lifted her with True Qi, and flew off, giving her no chance to speak.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu, suspended in the air, had no way to speak either.
    

    

    
      Moments later.
    

    

    
      The two returned to that courtyard.
    

    

    
      The woman in red suddenly said, "I want you to go stay by his side. Are you willing?"
    

    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu was stunned at first, then her breathing grew rapid. Her face filled with anticipation and nervousness. "Miss… he… he’s alright?"
    

    

    
      "He’s not dead. In fact, he killed Wan Laosan and the others. There is a formidable expert by his side."
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu couldn’t help but cry tears of joy.
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      As soon as dawn broke, the people from the Six Doors Authority came to collect the corpses.
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming had killed, he summoned Gu Junrong and told him to report to the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors Authority arrived quickly, without the slightest delay. Leading them was a Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy, who displayed a particularly friendly and courteous attitude. Once the matter was handled, they left immediately—there was no trouble at all, and they even refused the housekeeper’s gift.
    

    

    
      This surprised the Chen Residence’s servants. Since when had the Six Doors Authority become so easy to deal with?
    

    

    
      They still remembered a few months ago, when another Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy had arrived with a group of Black-Clad Officers, fierce and overbearing.
    

    

    
      "Must be because last time they realized how formidable Second Master is. They wouldn’t dare act rashly again," someone naturally said.
    

    

    
      The others agreed wholeheartedly and felt proud.
    

    

    
      Second Master was simply too formidable, able to suppress even the monsters and demons of the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      In truth, it was because word of Chen Ming’s relationship with Du Caiyue had spread within the Six Doors Authority, and it just so happened that the Patrol Envoy who came today was a subordinate of her subordinate. Naturally, his attitude was extremely pleasant.
    

    

    
      Very soon, the Six Doors Authority confirmed the identities of the deceased. They were all pirates listed on the wanted list. As such, they sent people to beat gongs and drums through the streets, publicly proclaiming that Chen Residence’s Ah Ming had slain a band of pirates, and personally delivered the reward money.
    

    

    
      This was an old tradition of the Six Doors Authority: as long as someone captured or killed a wanted criminal, they would be treated to such recognition—loud public announcements along the streets and a hefty bounty.
    

    

    
      It brought fame and profit, greatly motivating martial artists to hunt down wanted criminals. It even gave rise to a profession—bounty sabers.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Inside the study of the Qi Family, a deathly silence lingered.
    

    

    
      The core members of the Qi Family had all gathered. No one spoke, and the atmosphere was stiflingly heavy.
    

    

    
      On the grand armchair in the center, Qi Yanhong wore a blank expression. Only those closest to him could tell, from the bulging veins on the back of his hand, just how furious he was at that moment.
    

    

    
      "What a fine Ah Ming of the Chen Family!"
    

    

    
      He finally spoke. His tone was cold, but his eyes fixed on his disappointing son.
    

    

    
      The death of Qi Laosan had truly brought him heart-wrenching pain.
    

    

    
      He had poured endless effort into Qi Laosan, and just when the third had gained a foothold with the Red Sea Lord, becoming one of the Thirty-Six Generals—
    

    

    
      With the third stationed at sea, the Qi Family could advance or retreat at will, remaining invincible.
    

    

    
      This was the Qi Family’s final backup plan.
    

    

    
      Now that this path had been cut off, how could he not grieve?
    

    

    
      In his heart, Qi Yanhong even regretted not having killed that unfilial son earlier, which led to today’s calamity for the Qi Family.
    

    

    
      "Elder Brother, I fear Chen Ming has powerful experts by his side. What should we do next? You must make a decision."
    

    

    
      "I heard this Chen Ming has a close relationship with Inspector Du of the Six Doors Authority. Perhaps it was she who struck last night..."
    

    

    
      "If Inspector Du is backing him, we cannot afford to provoke him."
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      The several people present all began to voice their opinions.
    

    

    
      Judging from their tone, they were already showing signs of retreat. To put it plainly, this trouble was caused by Qi Xingdong, and they only wished to sit and watch the show.
    

    

    
      To offend Du Caiyue of the Six Doors Authority for the sake of Qi Xingdong would be unwise.
    

    

    
      From this, it was clear that Qi Xingdong was not well-regarded within the family. Even the most core figures did not support him.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Qi Xingdong stood to the side, listening to the elders’ conversation. His face grew darker and darker, finally turning the color of pig liver.
    

    

    
      Judging from their words, they intended to sacrifice him to appease Chen Ming’s fury.
    

    

    
      At this point, Qi Yanhong spoke. "That Ah Ming of the Chen Family is narrow-minded and always repays grievances. Sending people to kill him last night means things cannot be settled peacefully. Between him and our Qi Family, it is already a matter of life and death."
    

    

    
      One sentence plunged the study into silence once again.
    

    

    
      He paused, then declared resolutely, "We have no way out now. Either he dies, or we perish."
    

    

    
      The others quickly exchanged glances. Finally, the eldest among them spoke. "Eldest Brother, what do you plan to do?"
    

    

    
      A chilling, murderous intent surfaced on Qi Yanhong’s face. "We ask the two Devotees to make a move. Strike with thunderous force and eliminate him."
    

    

    
      The two Devotees of Jinyuan Prosperity Trading were both Fourth Grade experts, the strongest force they could mobilize.
    

    

    
      The elder still had concerns. "But what about Inspector Du..."
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong cut him off decisively. "Zhao Shouchang took his daughter away—that speaks volumes of his stance. He won’t get involved. This is the life-and-death moment for our Qi Family. I hope everyone will unite."
    

    

    
      This time, no one voiced any objections.
    

    

    
      The Qi Family’s present prosperity owed much to Qi Yanhong’s efforts. Over the years, he had amassed great prestige, and the others trusted him deeply.
    

    

    
      With their minds aligned, Qi Yanhong immediately ordered, "Dong’er, take my seal and personally invite the two Devotees."
    

    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong responded and took the seal to find the two Devotees.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming accepted the six thousand taels of bounty money delivered by the Six Doors Authority, what he thought of was how vicious the person who established this rule must have been.
    

    

    
      Such grand and public fanfare, as if afraid others wouldn’t know who killed those wanted criminals. No matter how vile a person was, they still had family, friends, and sect brothers.
    

    

    
      When those people came for revenge, they’d know exactly whom to target.
    

    

    
      Six thousand taels seemed like a lot. For an average household, it might be an unattainable lifetime sum.
    

    

    
      However, a Fifth Grade pirate only fetched a three-thousand-tael bounty. The other three Sixth Grade pirates were only worth one thousand taels each. It felt downright stingy.
    

    

    
      Compared to other wanted criminals, it was pitifully little.
    

    

    
      There was, of course, a reason. When those who went out to sea met with misfortune—even if they were killed by pirates—it was hard for land-bound family members to track down which pirate gang did it.
    

    

    
      Thus, many pirates never made it onto the wanted list.
    

    

    
      Wan Laosan had made the list because of his strength and reputation. Being appointed one of the Thirty-Six Generals by the Red Sea Lord added to his notoriety, which earned him a three-thousand-tael token bounty.
    

    

    
      After sending off the Six Doors Authority’s people, Chen Ming met his elder brother’s anxious yet faintly hopeful gaze and said, "I’ve troubled you, Big Brother. I will resolve this matter as soon as possible."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui opened his mouth but ultimately said nothing. He only reminded, "You must be very careful."
    

    

    
      "I will."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded and turned to leave.
    

    

    
      It was time to settle the Qi Family.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Jinyuan Prosperity Trading was located at the city center, on the most bustling Zhuque Avenue.
    

    

    
      Behind the trading company was a tranquil courtyard where one of the old Devotees resided.
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong rushed over at the fastest speed, holding his father's seal, seeking an audience with one of the two strongest Devotees in the trading company.
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      Ever since his father took charge of Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, he had always been cautious and rarely made enemies. These two Devotees had not taken action for many years.
    

    

    
      Many people had probably already forgotten the prestige these two Devotees once commanded.
    

    

    
      Even when pirates ran rampant in the city two years ago, his father had not summoned the two to take action.
    

    

    
      "This time, I’ll make sure you die without a grave."
    

    

    
      As Qi Xingdong waited outside, hatred flickered in his eyes.
    

    

    
      The attitudes of those elders earlier, along with his father’s disappointed gaze, made him realize that he would no longer have the chance to inherit his father's position.
    

    

    
      "It's all that little bastard’s fault."
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong was seething with resentment. At that moment, he only wished to tear Chen Ming into pieces, the one who had caused him to lose everything.
    

    

    
      As long as the two Devotees took action, even if Du Caiyue protected him, Chen Ming would still be doomed.
    

    

    
      Creak—
    

    

    
      The door opened, and a young servant said, "Third Young Master, please come in."
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong soon met the old Devotee. After saluting, he respectfully said, "Senior Pang, my father wishes to invite you over for an important matter."
    

    

    
      Devotee Pang squinted slightly and asked blandly, "What matter?"
    

    

    
      "My father wants to ask you to kill someone."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, Qi Xingdong took out the seal his father had given him.
    

    

    
      Devotee Pang glanced at it and said, "Understood."
    

    

    
      "Then I shall take my leave."
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong didn’t mention who needed to be killed. Matters like this would surely be discussed between Devotee Pang and his father directly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Then, Qi Xingdong went to meet the other senior Devotee and delivered the same message. Upon returning home, he reported back to his father.
    

    

    
      Not long after, the two Devotees arrived together.
    

    

    
      Standing to the side, Qi Xingdong clenched his fists, already fantasizing about how to deal with that little bastard’s family once he was dead, to vent the hatred in his heart.
    

    

    
      He heard his father say, "The reason I’ve asked the two of you here today is to have you kill someone. His name is Chen Ming. He’s young but possesses extraordinary talent. He has past grievances with Jinyuan Prosperity Trading. If we don’t eliminate him now, he will become a dire threat in the future."
    

    

    
      Then, he heard Devotee Pang say, "This matter—I'm afraid I must refuse."
    

    

    
      Eh?
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong froze, needing a moment to process what had just been said. He was utterly shocked.
    

    

    
      Refuse?
    

    

    
      They actually refused?
    

    

    
      What was going on?
    

    

    
      He wasn’t the only one. Everyone present was equally stunned.
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong’s gaze instantly turned grave, but he managed to keep calm. "What does Devotee Pang mean by this?"
    

    

    
      Before Devotee Pang could answer, a voice suddenly came from outside the door.
    

    

    
      "Some people serve as housekeepers for too long and start to harbor an illusion—they actually think they’ve become the master."
    

    

    
      Everyone present turned pale.
    

    

    
      Those words spoke directly to a truth none of them wanted to admit.
    

    

    
      One of the more hot-tempered men slammed the table. "What audacity! Spouting nonsense in this place—show yourself!"
    

    

    
      A tall, handsome young man then strode in, flanked on either side by two imposing middle-aged men, protecting him like a pair of wings.
    

    

    
      Devotee Pang and Devotee Gao stepped aside and even bowed respectfully to the young man.
    

    

    
      This scene made Qi Yanhong’s heart sink.
    

    

    
      "It’s you—"
    

    

    
      At this moment, Qi Xingdong suddenly let out a sharp scream. His face twisted with hatred, as if he wanted to rush forward and rip that young man to shreds.
    

    

    
      He had recognized the man.
    

    

    
      It was Chen Ming. They had met a few times before, but Chen Ming had changed so much in recent years that he hadn’t recognized him at first.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled slightly and said, "Third Young Master Qi, it’s been years. I trust you’ve been well?"
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong’s body trembled uncontrollably—not only from hatred but also from fear. Just moments ago, he had seen the two Devotees bow to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      These two were supposed to be their final trump cards. Now, they had sided with the enemy. How could he not be afraid?
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      "Why?"
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong’s voice was slightly hoarse as he fixed a deadly stare at the two Devotees from Jinyuan Prosperity Trading.
    

    

    
      His body trembled slightly, no longer able to maintain his usual composure. At this moment, he was like a cornered lion—fierce and desperate.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming and the others barged straight into the study, his heart sank; he knew the situation was beyond salvation.
    

    

    
      This was the core of the Qi Residence, yet his enemies had swaggered in unchallenged. No one had even raised an alarm.
    

    

    
      What did that mean?
    

    

    
      Either everyone in the Qi Residence had been slaughtered—
    

    

    
      Or someone from within had led them in.
    

    

    
      The reaction of the two Devotees when Chen Ming and the others entered made everything clear.
    

    

    
      No matter how hard Qi Yanhong tried to rationalize it, he couldn’t understand. These two had always been loyal to Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, and he had treated them well. Why would they betray him?
    

    

    
      Devotee Pang looked at him coldly, pulled out a golden token, and said word by word, "Lord Fang has ordered: from this day forth, Qi Yanhong is removed from the position of Chief Manager of Jinyuan Prosperity Trading. He shall be dealt with by Chen Erlang Jun."
    

    

    
      As soon as those words were spoken, everyone from the Qi Family present felt as though struck by lightning, their faces turning ashen.
    

    

    
      Lord Fang was the true backer behind Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, the actual master behind the scenes.
    

    

    
      Over the years, however, Lord Fang had placed great trust in the Qi Family and never interfered in the management of Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, only sending people annually to collect a share of the profits.
    

    

    
      With time, the Qi Family members had unconsciously begun to overlook Lord Fang's existence, believing the business belonged to them.
    

    

    
      Now, with the sudden betrayal of the two Devotees and Lord Fang’s order displayed before them, their illusions were shattered—they realized that Jinyuan Prosperity Trading had never belonged to them.
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong stared at the golden token in Devotee Pang’s hand as the color drained from his face. In a bitter voice, he said, "Chen Erlang, quite the tactic!"
    

    

    
      He knew he had lost—completely.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had managed to persuade Lord Fang to abandon him.
    

    

    
      The two Devotees he had worked so hard to win over over the years had chosen Lord Fang without hesitation. It could be said that both he and the Qi Family had suffered a crushing defeat.
    

    

    
      He laughed bitterly. "I underestimated you! You’ve won. What do you intend to do with the Qi Family?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. His gaze swept over the faces of everyone in the study as he said, "A grievance must be settled with the one responsible. I’ve said it before: I only want the heads of Qi Xingdong, Lu Zhihao, and the maid who framed me back then. Present their heads to me, and the past enmity will be written off."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he drew a dagger from his robe and threw it out. With a thud, it embedded itself in the center of the desk.
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong’s face turned deathly pale. He suddenly sensed the changing gazes from several uncles in the room and immediately realized Chen Ming’s sinister intent. He cursed furiously, "You little bastard! I should’ve just killed you back then… You think it was only the maid who framed you? If it hadn’t been for…"
    

    

    
      "Shut up!"
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man in the room changed expression and lunged forward, striking Qi Xingdong’s forehead with a palm.
    

    

    
      Crack! Qi Xingdong didn’t even groan before collapsing dead on the spot.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched this enemy die before his eyes, yet his expression remained unchanged.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man said solemnly, "Xingdong is dead. As for Lu Zhihao and the maid, I will have them captured. I hope Erlang Jun will keep his word and no longer make things difficult for the Qi Family."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head. "Killing just those few isn't enough."
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man’s face twisted in rage and disbelief. "Are you going back on your word?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming responded coldly, "Last night, four pirates infiltrated my residence to assassinate me. Wasn’t that your Qi Family’s doing?"
    

    

    
      The man hastily disavowed any connection. "That was Qi Yanhong acting alone. It has nothing to do with us. We didn’t even know he was colluding with pirates."
    

    

    
      "Very well." Chen Ming suddenly smiled. "Kill Qi Yanhong too, and I’ll let it go."
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man hesitated.
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong’s prestige was immense. For a moment, he couldn’t summon the courage to act. After several shifts in his expression, his gaze turned increasingly vicious.
    

    

    
      He said darkly, "Seventh Uncle, Third Brother, Fifth Brother. The Qi Family’s survival depends on this moment. We can’t hesitate any longer. Let’s do it together."
    

    

    
      He intended to drag the others down with him. He wouldn’t bear the burden of villainy alone.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The other four present felt a chill watching this unfold. They all thought the same—this Chen Ming, despite his young age, was incredibly ruthless. His words were clearly meant to drive the Qi Family into infighting.
    

    

    
      Not only did he want blood, he wanted hearts broken.
    

    

    
      That the Qi Family had come this far was all thanks to Qi Yanhong alone. Yet now, when facing life and death, his clan betrayed him without hesitation, even ready to kill him with their own hands.
    

    

    
      One could only imagine the fury in Qi Yanhong’s heart.
    

    

    
      Some of them even felt a tinge of sympathy for him. After all, he was once a top figure in Qingfeng City. And now, he had ended up like this.
    

    

    
      Finally, the eldest among them spoke up. "Eldest Son, you heard it yourself. We’re doing this for the Qi Family. Don’t blame us."
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong’s face was ashen, as if aged ten years in an instant. He hadn’t even reacted when his son was killed earlier. But now, upon hearing the elder's words, he finally raised his head, his cold gaze sweeping across them. "Idiots!"
    

    

    
      His voice squeezed out from between clenched teeth, chilling to the bone.
    

    

    
      He raised his hand—
    

    

    
      A dozen streaks of light flashed.
    

    

    
      Shk-shk-shk—
    

    

    
      Before the Qi Family members could react, blood holes appeared in their throats. Without even understanding what had happened, they dropped dead.
    

    

    
      Another dozen icy glints shot straight toward Chen Ming and his group.
    

    

    
      The sudden ambush took everyone by surprise. The two Devotees from Jinyuan Prosperity Trading and the two guards behind Chen Ming reacted with lightning speed, drawing their weapons to deflect the incoming hidden weapons.
    

    

    
      But they couldn’t cover others.
    

    

    
      The two guards cried out inwardly—it was clear Qi Yanhong’s true target was Chen Ming. The projectiles coming their way were just distractions to prevent them from helping.
    

    

    
      They had never imagined Qi Yanhong was a Fifth Grade Expert!
    

    

    
      Caught unprepared, they were completely blindsided.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was only Sixth Grade—how could he possibly react in time?
    

    

    
      The two guards were struck with panic. If Chen Ming died, how would they explain to the master?
    

    

    
      Clang clang!
    

    

    
      Just as they prepared to strike down Qi Yanhong—
    

    

    
      A flash of dazzling sword light caught the corner of their eyes and knocked two projectiles out of the air.
    

    

    
      This was—
    

    

    
      The two of them looked at Chen Ming, completely unharmed, with disbelief in their eyes.
    

    

    
      Fifth Grade?
    

    

    
      The latest novel is published here!
    

    

    
      He was actually Fifth Grade?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      "Qi Yanhong, you sure hid it well."
    

    

    
      The longsword in Chen Ming’s hand continued to hum softly. Looking at the dazed expression on Qi Yanhong’s face, he felt a bit of lingering fear. If not for someone whispering a warning into his ear earlier, he might have fallen for it.
    

    

    
      This old schemer actually possessed the cultivation of a Fifth Grade Expert!
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, the few members of the Qi Family had dared to attack Qi Yanhong. That meant even these core figures of the Qi Family were unaware of his true strength.
    

    

    
      Far too insidious.
    

    

    
      At such close range, without any guard up, only a Fourth Grade Expert might have reacted in time. Because a Fourth Grade Martial Artist already possessed defensive true qi, allowing them to react instantly in the face of danger.
    

    

    
      A Fifth Grade Martial Artist lacked that capability.
    

    

    
      "Fifth Grade… you’re actually Fifth Grade…"
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong was even more shocked than he was. For the first time, he lost composure, looking deranged. "Impossible… How could you be Fifth Grade?"
    

    

    
      How long had it been since he broke through to Sixth Grade?
    

    

    
      He himself had spent half a lifetime just to barely reach Fifth Grade. From Sixth to Fifth, it had taken him ten whole years.
    

    

    
      Heaven was unjust!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasted no more words and thrust his sword forward, executing the killer move “Setting Sun Returns.”
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong barely had time to raise his palms before the sword pierced his heart.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV50 enemy. Gained 50,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      "That killed him?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming landed the strike and still couldn’t believe it. He had actually killed this old schemer that easily.
    

    

    
      However, since the System had issued a prompt, it meant he was unquestionably dead.
    

    

    
      Soon, he figured it out.
    

    

    
      To hide his cultivation, this old schemer had likely never fought openly. All his skills were concentrated in hidden weapons—an extremely unbalanced specialist.
    

    

    
      Thus, Qi Yanhong wasn’t trying to throw his life away—he genuinely couldn’t withstand the strike.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave the sword a slight shake, scattering the blood from its blade, then sheathed it. Turning toward the two Devotees from Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, he said, "My feud with the Qi Family is settled. I’ll leave the aftermath to you two."
    

    

    
      The two Devotees didn’t act haughtily and quickly responded, "When our master learned of what happened to Second Young Master, he felt deeply sorry and specially instructed the two of us to offer an apology in his stead."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "Your master is too kind."
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming left the Qi Residence, a strange sensation welled up in his heart. It was as if some dust had been swept from his spirit, and his entire being felt much lighter.
    

    

    
      "Could this have been the obsession of the original host?"
    

    

    
      He clicked his tongue in wonder. Until now, he had never felt anything amiss. Who would’ve thought that a lingering grudge had been coiled deep within the soul?
    

    

    
      According to the martial path of this world, spiritual and mental aspects would eventually become crucial. If unresolved, such grievances might even hinder one’s cultivation.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming came to a stop and said to the two behind him, "Thank you both for accompanying me on this journey."
    

    

    
      These two were experts he had borrowed from Shang’an Trading Company, both of them Fourth Grade Experts. Although Su Zhi Ning was powerful, she disliked appearing in public and always remained hidden in the shadows. In a face-to-face encounter, if danger truly struck, she might not be able to act in time…
    

    

    
      The two men looked a bit ashamed. "Second Young Master is too generous. We were careless just now and nearly let you get hurt. We hope you won’t hold it against us."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "There’s no need for such words. I’m already immensely grateful you accompanied me here. That was just a small mishap. With matters here settled, you two may return now."
    

    

    
      Seeing that he had said as much, the two experts finally took their leave.
    

    

    
      After they departed, Chen Ming boarded the carriage, preparing to return home.
    

    

    
      Not far out, Su Zhi Ning slipped into the carriage.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, "Thank you for the warning just now, miss."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said softly, "It wasn’t me."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was taken aback. If not her, then who?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had actually managed to persuade Lord Fang to abandon him.
    

    

    
      And the two Devotees he had spent years trying to win over had stood by Lord Fang’s side without hesitation. It could be said that both he and the Qi Family had lost completely.
    

    

    
      He let out a bitter laugh. "I underestimated you! You’ve won. What do you intend to do with our Qi Family?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled, his gaze sweeping across the faces in the study. He said, "A grievance has its debtor. I’ve said before—I only want the heads of Qi Xingdong, Lu Zhihao, and the maid who framed me. Deliver their heads to me, and all past grudges will be written off."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he drew a dagger from his robe and threw it out. Thunk—the dagger embedded itself into the center of the desk.
    

    

    
      Qi Xingdong’s face turned ashen. He instantly sensed that the eyes of several uncles in the room had changed. He immediately realized Chen Ming’s sinister intent and shouted, "You little bastard! I should’ve just killed you back then… You think the only one who framed you was a maid? If it weren’t for—"
    

    

    
      "Shut up!"
    

    

    
      In the study, a middle-aged man’s expression changed drastically. He dashed forward and struck Qi Xingdong on the forehead with his palm.
    

    

    
      Crack! Qi Xingdong didn’t even let out a sound before collapsing, dead on the spot.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at this enemy dying before his eyes, and his expression remained unchanged.
    

    

    
      That middle-aged man said solemnly, "Xingdong is dead. As for that Lu Zhihao and the maid, I will send people to capture them. I hope Erlang Jun will keep his word and not make things harder for the Qi Family."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head. "Killing just these few isn’t enough."
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man’s face showed shock and anger. He felt deceived. "Are you going back on your word?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said coldly, "Last night, four pirates infiltrated my residence and tried to kill me. That was your Qi Family’s doing, wasn’t it?"
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man quickly distanced himself. "That was Qi Yanhong alone. It had nothing to do with us. We didn’t even know he was colluding with pirates."
    

    

    
      "Very well." Chen Ming suddenly smiled. "Kill Qi Yanhong too, and I won’t pursue it further."
    

    

    
      But the middle-aged man hesitated.
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong carried immense prestige. For a moment, he couldn’t summon the courage to act. After several changes in expression, his gaze gradually turned vicious.
    

    

    
      He said in a low voice, "Seventh Uncle, Third Brother, Fifth Brother. The survival of the Qi Family depends on this moment. We can’t hesitate anymore. Let’s act together."
    

    

    
      He was trying to drag the others down with him. This villainy couldn’t fall on him alone.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The remaining four people present felt their eyelids twitch violently. In their hearts, they all thought—this Chen Ming, so young, yet so ruthless. What he said was clearly meant to turn the Qi Family against itself.
    

    

    
      Not only did he want to kill, he wanted to execute their hearts.
    

    

    
      The Qi Family’s rise to today’s status was all due to Qi Yanhong. Yet now, at the moment of life and death, these clan members betrayed him without hesitation and were even willing to kill him with their own hands.
    

    

    
      It was easy to imagine how furious Qi Yanhong must be.
    

    

    
      Some of them even began to sympathize with Qi Yanhong. After all, he had once been the top figure in Qingfeng City—only to end up like this.
    

    

    
      Finally, the eldest among them opened his mouth. "Eldest Son, you heard it yourself. We’re doing this for the Qi Family. Don’t blame us."
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong’s face turned grey, as if he had aged ten years in an instant. He hadn’t even reacted when his son was killed earlier. Only after hearing the elder’s words did he raise his head, casting a cold glance over them. "Idiots!"
    

    

    
      His voice was squeezed out from between clenched teeth, carrying a chilling coldness.
    

    

    
      He raised his hand—dozens of streaks of light flashed.
    

    

    
      Shk-shk-shk—
    

    

    
      Before the Qi Family members could react, bloody holes appeared in their throats. Not even knowing what had happened, they died on the spot.
    

    

    
      Another dozen icy streaks shot toward Chen Ming and his four companions.
    

    

    
      The sudden move caught everyone off guard. The two Devotees from Jinyuan Prosperity Trading and the two guards behind Chen Ming reacted swiftly, drawing their weapons and knocking away the incoming hidden weapons.
    

    

    
      But they couldn’t protect anyone else.
    

    

    
      The two guards were alarmed. They instantly understood—Qi Yanhong’s real target was Chen Ming. The projectiles coming at them were merely distractions to prevent them from lending aid.
    

    

    
      They had never expected Qi Yanhong to be a Fifth Grade Expert!
    

    

    
      Caught completely unprepared, they were stunned.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was merely Sixth Grade. How could he possibly react in time?
    

    

    
      The two guards were filled with panic and anger. If Chen Ming died, how would they explain to the master?
    

    

    
      Clang clang!
    

    

    
      Just as they prepared to kill Qi Yanhong—
    

    

    
      A flash of brilliant sword light caught their eyes, knocking away two of the hidden weapons.
    

    

    
      This was—
    

    

    
      The two looked at Chen Ming, completely unharmed, in disbelief.
    

    

    
      Fifth Grade?
    

    

    
      最⊥新⊥小⊥說⊥在⊥⊥⊥首⊥發！
    

    

    
      He was actually Fifth Grade?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      "Qi Yanhong, you sure hid yourself well."
    

    

    
      The longsword in Chen Ming’s hand continued to hum. He looked at the stunned Qi Yanhong and felt a shiver of fear. If not for someone’s timely warning, he might have fallen into a trap.
    

    

    
      This old schemer—he actually possessed the strength of a Fifth Grade Martial Artist!
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, members of the Qi Family had dared to attack him. That meant even the Qi Family’s core had no idea he held such strength.
    

    

    
      Utterly insidious.
    

    

    
      At such close range, with no defenses up, only a Fourth Grade Expert could possibly react—because Fourth Grade Martial Artists possessed defensive true qi, allowing them to react instantly in danger.
    

    

    
      A Fifth Grade Martial Artist lacked such ability.
    

    

    
      "Fifth Grade… you’re actually Fifth Grade…"
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong was even more shocked than he was. For the first time, he lost all composure, appearing mad. "Impossible… How could you be Fifth Grade?"
    

    

    
      He had only recently broken through to Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      He himself had spent half a lifetime just to barely reach Fifth Grade. From Sixth to Fifth, it had taken him ten whole years.
    

    

    
      Heaven was unjust!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said no more. With a thrust of his sword, he unleashed a lethal technique—“Setting Sun Returns.”
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong barely managed to raise his palms before the sword pierced his heart.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV50 enemy. Gained 50,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      "That killed him?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had landed the sword strike, yet he still found it hard to believe that he had so easily killed this old schemer.
    

    

    
      However, the System prompt had already appeared, so he was surely and utterly dead.
    

    

    
      Soon, he figured it out.
    

    

    
      This old schemer, in order to hide his cultivation, likely had never fought anyone head-on. All his skills were in hidden weapons. He was an extremely imbalanced specialist.
    

    

    
      So, Qi Yanhong wasn’t throwing his life away—he had truly been unable to block that sword.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave his sword a light shake, scattering the blood from the blade, then returned it to its sheath. Turning to the two Devotees of Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, he said, "My grudge with the Qi Family is settled. The aftermath—I’ll leave it to you two."
    

    

    
      The two Devotees didn’t act arrogantly and quickly replied, "When our master learned of Second Young Master’s situation, he felt very sorry. He especially instructed us to apologize on his behalf."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Your master is too kind."
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming left the Qi Residence, a strange feeling rose in his heart. It was as if a speck of dust on his spirit had been swept away, and his whole body felt much lighter.
    

    

    
      "Could this have been the original host’s obsession?"
    

    

    
      He clicked his tongue in surprise. Until now, he had never sensed anything wrong. He hadn’t expected that deep within his soul, the original host’s resentment had still been lingering.
    

    

    
      According to this world’s martial path philosophy, one day the path would involve spirit and mind. If such lingering thoughts weren’t dealt with, they could hinder one’s cultivation.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming came to a stop and said to the two behind him, "Thank you both for accompanying me on this journey."
    

    

    
      These two were experts he had borrowed from Shang’an Trading Company. Both were Fourth Grade Experts. Although Su Zhi Ning was strong, she disliked appearing in public and always stayed hidden in the dark. In a direct confrontation, if danger really appeared, she might not be able to act in time…
    

    

    
      The two men looked a bit embarrassed. "Second Young Master overpraises us. We were momentarily careless just now and nearly got you hurt. We hope you won’t blame us."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "There’s no need to say that. I’m already immensely grateful that you came along. It was nothing more than a small mishap. Now that things are settled, you two may return."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, the two experts finally took their leave.
    

    

    
      Once they were gone, Chen Ming boarded the carriage, preparing to return home.
    

    

    
      Not long after the carriage set off, Su Zhi Ning slipped inside.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, "Thank you for the warning earlier, miss."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said softly, "It wasn’t me just now."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. If not her, then who?
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      Chapter 132: Princess Hongyu
    

    

    
      Chen Ming furrowed his brow and asked seriously, “Miss Su, do you know who that person was?”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said, “To evade my perception, they must be at least a Third Grade.”
    

    

    
      Third Grade?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming instantly thought of the Third Grade Expert who had been peeking from the rooftop that morning. Could it have been her?
    

    

    
      Although it was just a fleeting glimpse, he still recognized that it was a woman.
    

    

    
      He had originally assumed it was a passing expert, curious and stopping by to watch the commotion. But now, it seemed there might be another motive behind it.
    

    

    
      “You clearly could’ve just killed him earlier. Why did you stir up conflict and let his own kin turn on him?” Su Zhi Ning’s slightly displeased voice slipped into his ears.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked up and met her reproachful gaze.
    

    

    
      Great, her Saintly Woman syndrome was flaring up again.
    

    

    
      He sighed and said, “If you want to think that way, there’s nothing I can do.”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s beautiful brows furrowed slightly. She said, “Are you saying, I’ve misunderstood you?”
    

    

    
      “Of course,” Chen Ming said as a matter of fact, “If I really wanted to eliminate all future threats, the simplest method would have been to wipe out the entire Qi Family. But I’m soft-hearted. I don’t want to commit such a massacre.”
    

    

    
      “But still, I can’t just let them live and wait for them to come after me for revenge later, can I? I’m not afraid, but my brother and sister-in-law can’t fight. I can’t let them be in danger...”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning interjected, “So, you’re trying to plunge the Qi Family into chaos and make them kill each other.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at her seriously. “If you think this approach is inappropriate, just say the word, and I’ll go back right now and slaughter every last one of them in the Qi Family.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      In the end, Su Zhi Ning silently turned her gaze away and said nothing more.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming discovered a merit in her — although she sometimes acted overly like a Saintly Woman, at least she was reasonable and wouldn’t argue irrationally.
    

    

    
      There was still hope.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Qi Yanhong was killed, and the news that Jinyuan Prosperity Trading had changed hands quickly spread throughout Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Jinyuan Prosperity Trading monopolized the porcelain business. In the eyes of the public, it was second only to the Seven Great Maritime Traders. Qi Yanhong was also a big name, and now he was just dead like that — it caused a huge stir.
    

    

    
      There were all sorts of theories about the cause of Qi Yanhong’s death.
    

    

    
      Some said it was internal strife within the Qi Family, that he was killed by one of his own brothers.
    

    

    
      Others said Chen Ming killed Qi Yanhong.
    

    

    
      Still others claimed that some mysterious bigwig had taken a liking to the gold-raking Jinyuan Prosperity Trading, so he orchestrated an assassination to seize the firm.
    

    

    
      There were even rumors it was pirates, or a dark hand from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      For a while, the speculation was endless.
    

    

    
      Only the two Devotees from Jinyuan Prosperity Trading who were present at the time, along with two others from Shang’an Trading Company, knew the truth. They had been given strict instructions by Chen Ming and naturally wouldn’t spill a word.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next day, after hearing the news, Chen Rui immediately ran to his parents’ spirit tablets to share the good news.
    

    

    
      He could easily guess that Qi Yanhong’s death was connected to his younger brother. Just yesterday, he had gone out claiming to settle the matter. And now, coincidentally, Qi Yanhong had been killed yesterday.
    

    

    
      Regardless, the grudge from when his younger brother was framed and imprisoned had finally been avenged.
    

    

    
      In front of the ancestral hall, Chen Rui spoke at length.
    

    

    
      In just four short years, his younger brother Chen Ming had already grown to this level, killing someone like Qi Yanhong as easily as swatting a fly.
    

    

    
      Being in business himself, he knew very well just how vast the gap was now between the Chen Family and Jinyuan Prosperity Trading.
    

    

    
      He now felt more and more like he couldn’t keep up with his brother’s pace.
    

    

    
      “Father, Mother, please watch over everyone from the heavens…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      Southern city, Red Sea Gang.
    

    

    
      This place was originally a stronghold of the Giant Tiger Gang, but now it served as the headquarters of the Red Sea Gang.
    

    

    
      The Red Sea Gang’s influence now surpassed that of the Giant Tiger Gang at its peak. In just a few months, they had unified all of Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      In the backyard of the Red Sea Gang, within a courtyard.
    

    

    
      The door of a house was pushed open from inside, and a man in his early thirties stepped out. Several gang members guarding the entrance immediately saluted, “Welcome back from seclusion, Hall Master.”
    

    

    
      This man was none other than Luo Hao, one of the three Hall Masters of the Red Sea Gang, and also the disciple of the Gang Leader.
    

    

    
      The Gang Leader did not like to handle mundane affairs, so the internal matters of the gang were currently managed by the three Hall Masters.
    

    

    
      One close confidant boldly asked, “Did you have a breakthrough during this seclusion, Hall Master?”
    

    

    
      A month ago, Luo Hao suddenly had a realization and declared he would enter seclusion. That lasted a full month. Everyone speculated that he was on the verge of advancing to the Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      Luo Hao replied, “I gained a little, but I’m still some distance away from Fifth Grade.”
    

    

    
      After that came bathing and changing clothes.
    

    

    
      “I’ve been in seclusion for a month. Has anything major happened in the city?” Luo Hao asked casually while eating.
    

    

    
      A follower said, “Nothing major, but there is one matter Hall Master might be interested in—Chen Ming has come out of seclusion.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming?
    

    

    
      Luo Hao remembered this name clearly, not because the person was particularly strong, but because the daughter of Inspector Zhao had stood up for him.
    

    

    
      That daughter of Lord Zhao was truly a rare beauty, with such a prominent background, and yet she favored some inexperienced brat from an ordinary background.
    

    

    
      It was really irritating.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Luo Hao very much wanted to publicly teach that brat a lesson—harshly. It was only due to that Miss Zhao that he held back.
    

    

    
      That follower clearly understood his master well and added another piece of news, “Inspector Zhao took his daughter to Jiangzhou. They just left two days ago and probably won’t be back anytime soon.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Luo Hao’s eyes lit up, gleaming with excitement. With Inspector Zhao’s daughter gone, who else could protect you now?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Something bad has happened!”
    

    

    
      Inside the ancestral hall, Chen Rui was confiding his thoughts to his parents when he suddenly heard the steward’s anxious cry. His heart skipped a beat as he asked, “Steward, what’s the panic about?”
    

    

    
      “That Luo Hall Master from the Red Sea Gang has come knocking again, saying he wants to challenge Second Master.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was no longer the flustered young lad he once was. Over the past few years, the Chen Residence had weathered numerous crises, and he had also gained experience.
    

    

    
      So, even upon hearing that Luo Hao of the Red Sea Gang had come to challenge Ah Ming, he remained calm and asked, “Where is Ah Ming?”
    

    

    
      最⊥新⊥小⊥說⊥在⊥⊥⊥首⊥發！
    

    

    
      The steward replied, “I’ve already sent someone to inform him.”
    

    

    
      “Let’s go take a look.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui set down the half-burned spirit money in his hand and walked outside, instructing as he went, “Send Guard Gu to the backyard. Don’t let anyone disturb the Madam and the young master or young lady.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “And send Bofu and Zhongda…”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui issued his orders methodically. Before long, he arrived at the main gate, where the household servants were standing tensely like enemies at the gates.
    

    

    
      “…They all say Chen Family’s Ah Ming is a hero, a youthful genius. I think he’s nothing but a turtle hiding under a woman’s skirt…”
    

    

    
      Outside the gate, foul words echoed, followed by bursts of laughter.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui felt a surge of anger.
    

    

    
      Though he knew this was Luo Hall Master’s tactic to provoke Ah Ming, the words were still far too offensive.
    

    

    
      What had happened just last month was still vivid in his memory.
    

    

    
      It was the same Luo Hall Master from the Red Sea Gang, bringing his men to encircle their gate and stir up trouble, demanding Ah Ming come out and fight.
    

    

    
      No matter how they explained that Ah Ming was in seclusion, they refused to let it go and were about to break in when Miss Zhao arrived and stopped the arrogant Luo Hall Master.
    

    

    
      It was then that Chen Rui learned from Luo’s mouth who Miss Zhao really was—the daughter of the Inspector.
    

    

    
      He was greatly surprised at the time. So Ah Ming actually knew the Inspector’s daughter, and their relationship was quite close.
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming, if you don’t come out now, I’ll barge in. This time, there’s no Miss Zhao to help you. Let’s see how you’ll hide now!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      In the backyard of the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, listening to the voices outside, said helplessly to the woman in red sitting across from him, “I hope you’ll excuse me, Senior. I need to take care of something first.”
    

    

    
      The woman in red sitting before him was also veiled, but her temperament was completely different from Su Zhi Ning’s. She had a vibrant, life-filled beauty and a wild gleam in her eyes—clearly a restless and unruly person.
    

    

    
      She was the Third Grade Expert who had secretly sent a warning yesterday. Today, she had finally come to him. But coincidentally, just as she arrived, Luo Hao came knocking.
    

    

    
      The woman in red looked at him intently. “Don’t call me Senior. I’m only a few years older than you.”
    

    

    
      “Then how should I address you?”
    

    

    
      “My name is simply Hong. You can call me Sister Hong.”
    

    

    
      “Sister Hong.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming complied and stood up, saying, “Please sit for a while. I’ll be right back.”
    

    

    
      With that, he turned and left.
    

    

    
      The woman in red looked at the steaming tea in front of her and spoke, “Come out.”
    

    

    
      The moment the words left her lips, a woman in white drifted down from the rooftop. It was Su Zhi Ning. She saluted the woman in red and said, “Su Zhi Ning of the Heaven's Path Alliance greets Princess Hongyu.”
    

    

    
      A strange light flickered in the eyes of the woman in red. She said softly, “I never thought I’d hear someone call me that again in this lifetime…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Outside the gate stood an extraordinarily luxurious carriage pulled by eight horses.
    

    

    
      Behind the carriage followed over thirty gang members dressed in black martial attire, showcasing the grandeur of Qingfeng City’s number one gang.
    

    

    
      Naturally, such a scene attracted many onlookers, who stood at a distance and murmured among themselves.
    

    

    
      “This time, the Chen Family’s Ah Ming probably won’t be able to escape.”
    

    

    
      “Serves him right. This guy used to challenge others everywhere. Now he’s the one cornered at the door. That’s karma, retribution without fail.”
    

    

    
      “I heard Luo Hall Master reached Sixth Grade three years ago. His saber techniques are astonishing and he inherited all of Leader Pan’s skills. Ah Ming is likely no match for him.”
    

    

    
      “Sigh, Ah Ming only broke through to Sixth Grade seven or eight months ago. His cultivation is certainly no match for Luo Hall Master…”
    

    

    
      Most people did not believe in Chen Ming’s chances. Some even claimed he wouldn’t dare respond to the challenge.
    

    

    
      “Maybe he’s just waiting for Miss Zhao to come and get him out of trouble again?”
    

    

    
      “You don’t know, do you? Miss Zhao is no longer in the city. She went to Jiangzhou City with the Inspector.”
    

    

    
      “Then he really can’t escape this time…”
    

    

    
      Amid the chatter, the carriage door swung open, and Luo Hao stepped out dressed in black. His gaze was cold as he shouted, “Break in!”
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      "Break down the door！"
    

    

    
      Luo Hao saw that the momentum had built up sufficiently. With a single order, he was ready to force his way in.
    

    

    
      Today, he was going to completely crush this Chen Ming in front of everyone in the city, leaving him utterly defeated and disgraced, unable to show his face in Qingfeng City ever again！
    

    

    
      He would not allow anyone in Qingfeng City younger than him, more famous than him, or more attention-grabbing than him to exist.
    

    

    
      Especially after that time when Miss Zhao stood up for this brat, he had made up his mind to find a chance to get rid of him.
    

    

    
      He heard that this person had never lost since his debut. Today, he would let him taste what failure felt like.
    

    

    
      A savage smile played at the corners of Luo Hao’s lips.
    

    

    
      He had absolute confidence in his own strength. Even in Jiangzhou City, his saber techniques were considered top-tier among his peers.
    

    

    
      Even his master had said before that among all Sixth Grade Martial Artists in Jiangzhou, fewer than three could steadily defeat him.
    

    

    
      His lack of reputation was only because, back in Jiangzhou City, his master had always kept him in check, preventing him from showing off and making too many enemies.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until he came to Qingfeng City and received his master’s permission that he could finally act freely.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, there wasn’t even a single decent opponent in Qingfeng City, which left him greatly disappointed. Hopefully, this Chen Ming could offer him some surprises.
    

    

    
      Just as his men were about to crash through the door, the main gate of the Chen Residence finally opened.
    

    

    
      Behind the door stood a young man in blue, around twenty years old, tall and upright, with sword-like brows and starry eyes. Facing Luo Hao and the others outside, he remained calm and composed, exuding an air of confidence.
    

    

    
      The moment he appeared, the murmuring around them stopped.
    

    

    
      Luo Hao saw this extraordinarily handsome young man and felt even more disgusted. Looking down from above, he asked, "You are Chen Ming？"
    

    

    
      "I am."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at him, his expression seemingly a bit helpless. "You must be Hall Master Luo. There’s no past grudge between us—why force this upon me？"
    

    

    
      Luo Hao wasn’t in a hurry to strike and laughed loudly. "The moment I arrived in Qingfeng City, I heard your name. Everyone says you’re a martial fanatic, always eager to challenge others. If anyone refused, once your strength improved, you’d force your way into their homes and compel them to fight. If you can do it, then so can I."
    

    

    
      After he finished, he looked at Chen Ming with mocking eyes. "Last time, I spared you out of respect for Miss Zhao. Today, there will be no one to save you. You can't escape this fight no matter what. Of course, if you admit defeat and beg for mercy, I’ll turn around and leave."
    

    

    
      Immediately, the members of the Red Sea Gang behind him burst into laughter.
    

    

    
      For a martial artist, to admit defeat without even fighting was more humiliating than being defeated.
    

    

    
      "Sigh."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly let out a sigh. "You brought this on yourself. If Leader Pan holds you accountable afterward, don’t say I bullied the weak."
    

    

    
      His voice wasn’t loud and was almost drowned out by the laughter, with only a few people catching it.
    

    

    
      Luo Hao, with his sharp senses, happened to hear the words “bullied the weak” and, inexplicably, felt a slight tightness in his chest.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming said calmly, "If you can withstand three of my sword strikes, you win！"
    

    

    
      Before his words finished, the sword was already unsheathed！
    

    

    
      Everyone present saw a blinding flash of light erupt, so bright it made them squint instinctively, accompanied by a sword hum like a dragon’s cry.
    

    

    
      Next came a wave of scorching heat, making it feel as if they were standing next to a blazing furnace.
    

    

    
      Bang—a thunderous crash.
    

    

    
      When they opened their eyes again, Chen Ming was standing exactly where he had been, his long sword sheathed, as if it had never been drawn.
    

    

    
      Luo Hao was no longer where he had stood.
    

    

    
      "Wah... Pff—"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the sound of blood being spat out rang out. Everyone turned around to see Luo Hao lying on the main street more than ten meters away, vomiting blood, looking gravely wounded.
    

    

    
      The scene was deathly silent.
    

    

    
      Even the members of the Red Sea Gang were stunned, momentarily unable to react.
    

    

    
      The ever-arrogant and overbearing Hall Master Luo hadn’t even withstood a single sword strike from Chen Ming—he was defeated in an instant.
    

    

    
      The reversal was simply too shocking.
    

    

    
      "Hall Master！"
    

    

    
      The first to recover was Luo Hao’s attendant, who screamed and rushed toward him.
    

    

    
      "Hall Master!""Hall Master, are you alright?""……"
    

    

    
      The gang members also snapped out of their daze and swarmed toward Luo Hao.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the spectators nearby began buzzing with discussion."And here I thought this Hall Master Luo was something impressive—this is it?"
    

    

    
      "As arrogant as he was just now, he’s that pitiful now..."
    

    

    
      "This is what it means to bring humiliation upon oneself."
    

    

    
      "If you ask me, this so-called Hall Master Luo is just a decorative pillow. If not for his master..."
    

    

    
      "Shh, don’t say things like that out loud..."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Amid the flurry of voices—
    

    

    
      Luo Hao roared,"Get the hell away from me！"
    

    

    
      He struggled to his feet. The long saber in his hand had already been broken into two, now just a snapped blade. His hair had come loose, and he looked utterly disheveled.
    

    

    
      He stared fixedly at Chen Ming who was still standing where he had been, his face filled with shock, disbelief, resentment, fury...
    

    

    
      "You... you’ve reached Fifth Grade！"
    

    

    
      As soon as those words were spoken, everyone present was stunned and turned to look at Chen Ming standing at the door.
    

    

    
      Even the commoners who didn’t understand martial arts knew the weight of being a Fifth Grade Martial Artist. In Qingfeng City, that already made one a notable figure.
    

    

    
      As for those who had trained or were martial artists themselves, the shock hit them even harder.
    

    

    
      They all thought the same thing: how long had it been, and he was already at Fifth Grade?
    

    

    
      In their memory, Chen Ming had broken through to Sixth Grade less than a year ago.
    

    

    
      How old was he?
    

    

    
      Not even twenty-five, right?
    

    

    
      Everyone stared at that figure in blue, unsure whether they were waiting for him to deny it or confirm it.
    

    

    
      Soon, Chen Ming opened his mouth and said,"You should’ve asked earlier. Then you wouldn’t have suffered today’s disgrace."
    

    

    
      最⊥新⊥小⊥說⊥在⊥⊥⊥首⊥發！
    

    

    
      "You—"
    

    

    
      Luo Hao’s face went pale again, and he vomited another mouthful of blood before fainting on the spot.
    

    

    
      The members of the Red Sea Gang panicked and scrambled to catch him, lifting him onto the carriage and retreating in disgrace.
    

    

    
      Once they were gone, the main gate of the Chen Residence closed once more.
    

    

    
      Boom! The spectators outside burst into excitement.
    

    

    
      The second son of the Chen Family had reached Fifth Grade in under a year—this was huge news.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After the gate closed, Chen Ming turned around and met the excited gaze of his elder brother, Chen Rui, along with the equally thrilled faces behind him.
    

    

    
      His further improvement in strength was undoubtedly massive news for the entire Chen Family.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said,"Big Brother, I have a few things to take care of. I’ll come find you later."
    

    

    
      "Alright, go handle your business."
    

    

    
      Once his younger brother left, Chen Rui turned around and discreetly wiped away his tears with his sleeve. After giving the steward a brief instruction, he hurried away.
    

    

    
      Before long, he returned to the ancestral hall. In the bronze basin on the ground, embers still flickered among the burnt spirit money.
    

    

    
      He picked up the scattered spirit money from the ground and continued burning it. As he burned, he choked out,"Father, Mother, Erlang is becoming more and more accomplished... He broke through to Fifth Grade in secret and didn’t even tell me..."
    

    

    
      "But don’t blame him. I’m sure he has his reasons..."
    

    

    
      "Father, Mother, our Chen Family is doing better and better. You both can rest in peace in the afterlife..."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui spoke while wiping his tears.
    

    

    
      His heart was filled with joy.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming returned to the courtyard, he saw the Woman in Red still seated there. He stepped forward and offered a quick apology,"Thank you for waiting."
    

    

    
      The Woman in Red rested her chin on her hand, staring quietly at the apricot tree in the courtyard, lost in thought. Upon hearing his words, she turned to him and said,"With that strike, you’ve really made an enemy of the Red Sea Gang."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a little helpless."They came knocking on my door. If I kept retreating, others would just think I’m weak and easy to bully."
    

    

    
      The Woman in Red curled her lips and dropped the topic. She got to the point."I came this time to bring you a message from Shuyu."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression turned serious."Please speak."
    

    

    
      This Woman in Red had said upon arrival that she came on behalf of Zhong Shuyu.
    

    

    
      Just as he had invited her to sit, Luo Hao arrived, and they hadn’t gotten to the main subject yet.
    

    

    
      The Woman in Red looked into his eyes and said,"She said the life she owed you has now been repaid."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming fell silent for a few seconds, confirming a suspicion in his heart."Is it because of that night she warned me in advance?"
    

    

    
      "On our Bliss Island, any traitor is dealt with by clan law—tendons severed and thrown into Longyuan to feed the Dragon God."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took a deep breath."Honored Sea Lord didn’t come just to say this, right?"
    

    

    
      The Woman in Red suddenly chuckled."That’s where you’re mistaken. I’m not the Red Sea Lord."
    

    

    
      She’s not the Red Sea Lord?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was surprised but didn’t press her identity further."Sister Hong, just tell me directly. What can I do?"
    

    

    
      The Woman in Red looked at him with a trace of admiration in her eyes."You really are sharp. I’ll tell you the truth. Shuyu is my maid, she’s been with me since childhood. She’s like a sister to me. I don’t want her to die."
    

    

    
      "You mean...?"
    

    

    
      "I once swore an oath never to betray Bliss Island. Shuyu violated clan law. Even I can’t protect her. I can only send her back to Bliss Island. The ship departs tonight. With her will be General Sha, an old friend of mine who sympathizes greatly with Shuyu’s situation."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming now more or less understood her meaning. Before he could speak, the Woman in Red continued—
    

    

    
      "I hope nothing goes wrong on this journey. The seas have been rough lately. If the ship were to capsize... Zhong Shuyu must never exist in this world again. Do you understand?"
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      About one incense stick's time later, in the courtyard, the woman in red had already left. Sitting in that seat now was Zhuang Xiaotian.
    

    

    
      He was dressed in a black uniform, his face full of excitement. Just earlier, while on duty, he had heard someone say that Luo Hao from the Red Sea Gang was going to cause trouble for Chen Ming, and he had rushed over immediately.
    

    

    
      On the way, he had seen the Red Sea Gang members fleeing in disarray. Then he heard that Chen Ming had not only defeated Luo Hao but had even broken through to Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      "You actually reached Fifth Grade!"
    

    

    
      Even now, Zhuang Xiaotian felt like he was dreaming. Looking at Chen Ming sitting in front of him, there was a strong sense of unreality.
    

    

    
      He still remembered a few years ago, when he and Guan Peng visited Deng Ziyang’s Residence as guests and saw Chen Ming for the first time. At that time, Chen Ming had just broken through to Ninth Grade.
    

    

    
      The scene of them sparring together remained vivid in his memory, as if it were yesterday.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, Chen Ming had reached Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      This was Fifth Grade!
    

    

    
      In the whole of Qingfeng City, the number of martial artists at this level could be counted on two hands—of course, that was a few years ago.
    

    

    
      Now, with the arrival of martial powerhouses like the Dragon Tiger Sect and the Red Sea Gang, many experts had emerged in Qingfeng City. Even so, a Fifth Grade expert still held a significant position in the city.
    

    

    
      The key was that Chen Ming was still so young—twenty-four years old and already Fifth Grade. Who would dare underestimate him?
    

    

    
      Speaking of which, the last time Zhuang Xiaotian got into trouble because of Deng Ziyang, he had nearly been dismissed. In the end, he had benefited from his connection with Chen Ming, which allowed him to stay and even earn the favor of his direct superior. His status now was incomparable to before.
    

    

    
      This was because it was rumored in the Six Doors Authority that Chen Ming had an extraordinary relationship with Lord Du.
    

    

    
      And since he was close to Chen Ming, his superior naturally valued that connection and viewed him differently.
    

    

    
      Now that Chen Ming had advanced further and reached Fifth Grade, his status in the Six Doors Authority would surely rise as well.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian suddenly realized that befriending Chen Ming might be the greatest opportunity of his life.
    

    

    
      He also recalled that afternoon four years ago, when he had sworn brotherhood with Deng Ziyang and Guan Peng. At the time, Chen Ming had also been present.
    

    

    
      If they had included Chen Ming in their oath that day, perhaps many things would have turned out differently...
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chen Ming’s voice sounded beside his ear."Is Guan Peng coming back soon?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian snapped out of his thoughts and nodded."Judging by the time, it should be within these few days."
    

    

    
      Ever since Guan Peng joined the Four Seas Trading Company, he went out to sea at fixed times each year. Zhuang could estimate his return fairly accurately.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked again,"What about Brother Deng? Any news of him?"
    

    

    
      "I heard something a few days ago."
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian instinctively lowered his voice."Supposedly, half a month ago, Big Brother showed up in Yujie County, and with him was a Demon Heir from the Blood Demon Sect. They clashed with several experts from the Six Doors Authority in a fierce battle that ended in mutual injuries. In the end, a man called Mad Saber intercepted them. Big Brother and that Demon Heir both fell into his hands and have been missing ever since."
    

    

    
      The Six Doors Authority's intelligence channels were impressively efficient—barely over ten days had passed, yet even someone of Zhuang Xiaotian's level had already heard of it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked,"Who is this Mad Saber?"
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian shook his head."This person appeared a few months ago and started challenging experts everywhere. He seems to be a martial arts fanatic. To this day, no one knows his background or sect—only that his surname is Wang. He's a wild and arrogant man who injured a constable from the Six Doors Authority. Now he's been issued a wanted order with a six-star bounty. Countless bounty hunters are stirred into action."
    

    

    
      A six-star wanted order—that was quite a recognition.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew for sure that it must have been that blue-clad constable named Duan who raised the bounty. It seemed he had really offended him badly last time.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors Authority had two kinds of wanted orders. One offered only a cash reward, like the four pirates Chen Ming had killed. Usually, low-grade martial artists were only worth cash rewards.
    

    

    
      The other type offered merit points, measured in "stars." These merit points could be exchanged within the Six Doors Authority for cultivation methods, martial techniques, pills, weapons, and many other things that money couldn't buy.
    

    

    
      Ordinary silver and gold held little appeal for martial artists above Sixth Grade. Bounty hunters of that level took action only to gain merit points.
    

    

    
      One had to admit, whoever had designed the merit point system back then was truly a genius. With this system, they could mobilize the vast martial artist community in the civilian world.
    

    

    
      Normally, a Sixth Grade martial artist would warrant a four-star bounty. Fifth Grade would be five stars, and Fourth Grade six stars.
    

    

    
      Mad Saber was only of Sixth Grade cultivation, yet his bounty reached six stars. That would certainly attract many Fifth and Sixth Grade, even Fourth Grade bounty hunters.
    

    

    
      The moment Mad Saber showed his face, he would fall into an endless cycle of pursuit.
    

    

    
      "From now on, this alias can’t be used anymore."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself. He also wondered whether Deng Ziyang had improved his strength after acquiring that divine art. And whether his marriage snatching in Yujie City had gone smoothly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The news of Chen Ming breaking through to Fifth Grade quickly spread throughout the city, overshadowing the death of Qi Yanhong and becoming the hottest topic of the moment.
    

    

    
      Everywhere in the streets and alleys, people were discussing this matter.
    

    

    
      Soon, Feng Siyuan, Zhang Mingyu, Gu Yuantao, and the newly emerged Zhou Weihao all arrived at the Chen Residence to offer their congratulations to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Not just them—many others, whether acquaintances or strangers, also flocked to the Chen Family.
    

    

    
      For a time, the entrance of the Chen Residence was bustling with visitors.
    

    

    
      The stream of people bringing gifts was endless. Even among the Seven Great Maritime Traders, some who had never had any dealings with the Chen Family also sent gifts to express their congratulations.
    

    

    
      This signified that the Chen Family had truly stepped into the ranks of the upper class in Qingfeng City, gaining the recognition of the Seven Great Maritime Traders.
    

    

    
      The house servants of the Chen Residence were busy running in circles—entertaining guests, receiving gifts, and registering all these gift lists into the ledger...
    

    

    
      Naturally, the busiest of all was the steward. He had never seen such a grand occasion before. He was both excited and nervous, to the point his throat became hoarse from shouting.
    

    

    
      Even so, every servant wore a joyful expression. Not only did they not feel tired, each of them had glowing faces, sharing in the honor.
    

    

    
      It was only by evening that the last of the visiting guests finally left.
    

    

    
      "Master, these are the invitations delivered today by the Four Seas Trading Company and Guanglong Trading Company, among others. Shall we attend the banquets? Please let Second Master decide..."
    

    

    
      "Master, too many gifts were delivered today. The storeroom can't hold them all..."
    

    

    
      "Master..."
    

    

    
      Chen Rui listened as the steward reported matter after matter in a hoarse voice, falling into a kind of blissful dilemma.
    

    

    
      At last, after the steward had finished reporting everything, he reminded,"Master, this courtyard is getting a bit small now. If we want to host a banquet, I’m afraid there won’t be enough space."
    

    

    
      Those who brought gifts today would definitely expect a return gift in the future.
    

    

    
      If the Chen Residence were to host a banquet or any similar event, they would have to return the favor. With so many people, there wouldn't be enough room to set all the tables.
    

    

    
      Holding a stack of invitations in his hand, Chen Rui couldn’t help but smile bitterly. This new home had been moved into less than two years ago, and it was already too small.
    

    

    
      He had thought they would live here for many years.
    

    

    
      He could only blame Ah Ming for progressing too quickly.
    

    

    
      If they had to move, they would need to purchase a bigger residence. Regardless of the cost, such a residence would not be easy to find...
    

    

    
      Chen Rui felt that the burden on his shoulders had grown significantly heavier.
    

    

    
      These trivial matters, of course, should not trouble Ah Ming. He would handle them himself.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Holding the invitations, Chen Rui went to find Chen Ming and saw that in the courtyard, Feng Siyuan and the others were still there, drinking.
    

    

    
      "Big Brother, come have a drink with us."
    

    

    
      Seeing it was him, Feng Siyuan greeted him joyfully.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu and Zhou Weihao also called out"Big Brother".
    

    

    
      Chen Rui knew that these individuals were not ordinary people. They respected him because he was Chen Ming's elder brother. He smiled and said,"You all go ahead and drink. I need to speak with Ah Ming. These are the invitations that arrived today. Ah Ming, take a look and see which ones we need to attend."
    

    

    
      "You didn’t have to come yourself, Big Brother. Just send someone with them next time."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said while casually flipping through them, and was surprised to find that not only were there invitations from the Seven Great Maritime Traders, but even the Dragon Tiger Sect had sent one.
    

    

    
      A bit curious, he opened it and saw that the sender was Zhu Tianquan, the chief disciple of the Dragon Tiger Sect.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan glanced at it and his expression turned a little strange."Brother Chen, I advise you not to go."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously,"Why not?"
    

    

    
      "Brother Chen might not know this, but this Zhu Tianquan has a younger sister, nearly thirty, who still hasn’t married. As her elder brother, he’s naturally very anxious. Ever since he came to Qingfeng City, he’s been searching for young talents everywhere, hoping to find a suitable husband for his sister. But he hasn’t found anyone to his liking yet."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan said teasingly,"With your character and aptitude, Brother Chen, if he sets his eyes on you, you won’t be able to run. You might be forced into the bridal chamber that very night and become the groom."
    

    

    
      "Surely it wouldn’t go that far?"Chen Ming suspected he had a grudge against the Dragon Tiger Sect and was slandering their chief disciple.
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu said,"Young Master Feng speaks the truth. Junior Brother, you’d best be cautious."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan couldn’t help but laugh at that."Then Zhu Tianquan must’ve approached you as well?"
    

    

    
      Zhang Mingyu smiled bitterly and nodded.
    

    

    
      That day, Zhu Tianquan had suddenly visited his residence. Upon seeing him, he simply shook his head, said not a word, and left. It left Zhang Mingyu baffled.
    

    

    
      Later, he found out that the man had been seeking a husband for his sister, but had such high standards that no one had met his expectations to this day.
    

    

    
      The group laughed and chatted until late into the night before they parted in satisfaction.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Late at night, Chen Ming, dressed in night attire and holding a spare longsword in his hand, vaulted over the courtyard wall and quickly vanished into the night.
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      Once the Hour of the Rat passed, the entire city had fallen asleep. On the streets, aside from the watchmen, there were barely any people to be seen.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wore a set of night attire, moving through the darkness like a ghost. His speed was astonishingly fast—ordinary people, even if they spotted him, could barely catch a glimpse of his figure.
    

    

    
      Upon reaching Fifth Grade, one opened the Qi Sea. It was fundamentally different from Sixth Grade. Not only did the total amount of true qi surge by two to three times, but more importantly, the output power also increased significantly.
    

    

    
      This meant that after reaching Fifth Grade, both endurance and explosive strength overwhelmingly surpassed those of Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      During the day, Chen Ming had used just one sword strike to send Luo Hao, who was already at level 49, flying, leaving the latter completely defenseless.
    

    

    
      If he were to encounter Xiao Qianhao, the Fifth Grade martial artist who had been hunting him for half a month, it would likely take no more than a single sword strike as well.
    

    

    
      He galloped through the darkened city until he arrived at a towering city wall.
    

    

    
      The city walls of Qingfeng City stood ten zhang high, smooth on the surface, offering no footholds. Those below Seventh Grade could only look up and sigh.
    

    

    
      However, to a Fifth Grade martial artist, walls of such height were nothing more than empty structures.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming leapt upward, borrowing strength twice off the wall, and directly vaulted over it, leaving the city.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Outside Qingfeng City, several li to the south, there was a shoal known to the locals as Golden Wind Shoal.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming silently arrived atop a reef, and at a glance, he saw a boat anchored on the sea, a few hundred meters from the shore, bobbing with the waves.
    

    

    
      That should be the boat Bliss Island had sent to pick someone up.
    

    

    
      He thought to himself, crouching on the reef, patiently waiting.
    

    

    
      Bliss Island was a name he had heard for the first time, quite possibly the stronghold of the Red Sea Lord.
    

    

    
      That woman in red was surprisingly not the Red Sea Lord, yet she was one of the pirates under her command.
    

    

    
      In other words, this pirate group had two experts of at least Third Grade. No wonder Zheng Longwang had lost—facing two alone, it would be odd not to lose.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, “It seems those on land only hear rumors about the pirates at sea. They don't even know the Red Sea Lord has another Third Grade expert under her.”
    

    

    
      Of course, it was also possible that this "Sister Red" had hidden herself too well, deceiving everyone.
    

    

    
      He let his thoughts drift, pondering aimlessly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, it became the Hour of the Tiger.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming’s ears twitched—he heard a sound resembling a birdcall. Then, another call rang out in a patterned rhythm, clearly coming from the boat.
    

    

    
      It sounded like some kind of signal.
    

    

    
      He turned his head toward the source of the sound and saw a group of people emerging from behind a low hill to the west, a few of them holding torches.
    

    

    
      They finally arrived!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming instantly spotted Zhong Shuyu among the group, her hands bound, her head drooping in dejection.
    

    

    
      He gripped his sword hilt, ready to act, but then Su Zhi Ning’s voice suddenly rang in his ear, “Don’t move, there’s an ambush.”
    

    

    
      An ambush?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled. Though he believed that the woman in red had no reason to deceive him, he still chose to trust Su Zhi Ning and remained motionless.
    

    

    
      A moment later, the group reached the shore and began waving their torches in circles toward the boat.
    

    

    
      Soon, a small boat was lowered from the ship anchored at sea and began rowing toward the shore.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought for a moment but didn’t leave. If there truly was an ambush, escape would likely be impossible now. The best strategy at the moment was to stay still and adapt to the situation.
    

    

    
      He kept his eyes on the group on the beach while also remaining alert to any enemies hidden nearby.
    

    

    
      When the small boat reached the shore, a sudden burst of mad laughter rang out, “Sand Sea General, I’ve been waiting for you.”
    

    

    
      It was him?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. He recognized that voice instantly—it was none other than the Fifth Grade Constable, Li Guangjie, who had previously tried to kill him.
    

    

    
      This man had brought more than a dozen experts from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      To remain hidden without being detected, those experts must at least be at the Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      This time, the Six Doors Authority must have deployed all their top experts.
    

    

    
      So, the ambush wasn’t aimed at him—it was meant to capture the Sand Sea General.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming pondered this, he noticed two individuals approaching him, stopping ten meters away and forming a pincer formation to confront him.
    

    

    
      It seemed his movements had long since been discovered.
    

    

    
        “Even that woman in red probably didn’t expect things to turn out like this.”
    

    

    
      He thought to himself, deciding to continue watching silently.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie, dressed in a blue official robe, stared at the Sand Sea General within the group, as if looking at prey about to be caught. “You think you can truly escape from Lord Zhao’s grasp? The Lord is astute and far-sighted—he already suspected that you were hiding in the city. Two months ago, your location had been pinpointed.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he continued to enjoy the increasingly grim expression on the Sand Sea General’s face. “Only, the Lord did not want to provoke the Third Grade expert backing you. So he found an excuse to leave Qingfeng City on purpose. It was all for this day. You all really fell for it. Today, none of you are leaving…”
    

    

    
      The Sand Sea General had always been hot-tempered. Even though she’d been captured once before, her temper had not changed. She brandished a long spear and shouted, “Cut the crap! If you want to catch me, ask the long spear in my hand first!”
    

    

    
      Two years ago, she had been ambushed by Yu Xiuming and captured, imprisoned in the dungeon for a long time, suffering considerable torture. She had long since hated the Six Doors Authority down to the bone. Now, with old and new hatred combined—
    

    

    
      As she moved, terrifying true qi erupted like a soaring dragon leaping from the sea, tyrannical to the extreme.
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie didn’t dare be careless either. His treasured saber was unsheathed as he charged forward.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      A fierce clash, evenly matched.
    

    

    
      As the two began fighting, the others followed suit.
    

    

    
      However, the difference in strength between the two sides was vast. Among the pirates, aside from the Sand Sea General, there were no formidable experts. They stood no chance against the elite fighters of the Six Doors Authority and were easily disarmed and captured one after another.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu was no exception—her neck pinned by a saber, she became a prisoner.
    

    

    
      Soon, everyone on the scene turned their attention to the battle between Li Guangjie and the Sand Sea General.
    

    

    
      The two were evenly matched, the clash growing louder and more intense, causing them to unconsciously distance themselves from the area, wary of the aftershocks harming their own people.
    

    

    
      Even the ship anchored offshore raised its anchor and fled without a trace.
    

    

    
      There was nothing the Six Doors Authority could do about it.
    

    

    
      To avoid alerting the pirates, they hadn’t stationed any vessels nearby. On the sea, even if they wanted to give chase, they couldn’t.
    

    

    
      While everyone’s attention was fixed on the fierce battle in the distance, Zhong Shuyu wore a face of anxiety, her eyes scanning the surroundings as if searching for someone.
    

    

    
      She knew her lady’s plan. It was possible Chen Ming would come tonight to rescue her.
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu remained nervous, uncertain whether he would come.
    

    

    
      Her lady had said this was a test. If he truly came, it would prove that this man was affectionate and loyal, someone trustworthy.
    

    

    
      If he didn’t appear, it would mean she had misjudged him.
    

    

    
      Earlier, Zhong Shuyu had eagerly hoped for his arrival.
    

    

    
      Now, she silently prayed, “Please… don’t come…”
    

    

    
      If he did come, and was captured by the Six Doors Authority, he might be completely ruined.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she heard movement behind her—the sounds of combat. Her heart skipped a beat as she turned her head stiffly. Not far behind a reef, two experts from the Six Doors Authority were besieging a black-clad figure.
    

    

    
      Tears welled up in her eyes and streamed down.
    

    

    
      He had come after all…
    

    

    
      In that moment, she was overwhelmed with emotion and grief.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect Zhao Shouchang to hold such a grudge.”
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming heard Li Guangjie’s words, his scalp tingled slightly.
    

    

    
      Last year, Zhao Shouchang had been outplayed by the Red Sea Lord. The Six Doors Authority’s prison was broken into, and the Sand Sea General was rescued during that incident.
    

    

    
      So much time had passed, yet Zhao Shouchang still held onto it, setting up such a trap just to settle the score and recapture the Sand Sea General.
    

    

    
      Truly a devious old b*****d!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had thought Zhao Shouchang brought his daughter to Jiangzhou City to keep Zhao Xiyan from getting involved in his grudge with Jinyuan Prosperity Trading. Now it seemed he had overthought things.
    

    

    
      That man’s scheme ran deep.
    

    

    
      Then, as Li Guangjie and the Sand Sea General began fighting, the two Six Doors Authority experts who had been confronting him also made their move.
    

    

    
      One was Fifth Grade, the other Sixth Grade. Yet both wore the uniform of Seventh Grade patrol envoys. That alone showed just how deep the Six Doors Authority’s reserves ran.
    

    

    
      Even after reaching Fifth Grade cultivation, it was still difficult to be promoted to Fifth Grade Constable.
    

    

    
      All the Fifth Grade Constables Chen Ming had encountered so far had Fourth Grade cultivation. The competition was truly intense.
    

    

    
      Facing the two coming at him from left and right, Chen Ming did not draw his sword. Instead, he reached into his robe.
    

    

    
      Swish! Swish!
    

    

    
      Two cold flashes burst forth.
    

    

    
      The two men dropped to the ground instantly.
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV43 enemy. Gained 1000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV51 enemy. Gained 6000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s Flying Knife Technique, enhanced by Fifth Grade true qi, was tremendously powerful. At such close range, even the Fifth Grade expert couldn’t react in time.
    

    

    
      These two throws came from the incomplete manual given to him by Zhuang Xiaotian—its highest-level technique, capable of imbuing true qi into the knives, reaching extreme speed.
    

    

    
      After eliminating the two, he didn’t retreat but instead advanced, charging toward the Six Doors Authority members.
    

    

    
      Just earlier, he had seen clearly that among the eleven present, there were four Fifth Grade and seven Sixth Grade. If all of them had charged at once, he would have had no choice but to flee.
    

    

    
      But now, they were spaced apart and preoccupied with guarding their captives.
    

    

    
      This was his chance!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s ability to seize battle opportunities had become almost instinctive.
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      Chen Ming leapt up. While mid-air, he reached into his robe, and with both hands repeatedly flinging out, he unleashed the “Rain of Flying Daggers” technique. Countless flashes of cold light shot toward the Six Doors Authority officers.
    

    

    
      First wave—five men fell.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV43 enemy, gained 1000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV42 enemy, gained 1000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV41 enemy, gained 1000 experience points】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      It was clear at a glance—all those who couldn’t even dodge a single strike were newly advanced Sixth Grade Martial Artists.
    

    

    
      The second wave of hidden weapons followed almost immediately. Only the sound of muffled grunts could be heard, and two more fell.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV47 enemy, gained 1000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV49 enemy, gained 1000 experience points】
    

    

    
      They were felled by the Sub-Mother Linked Rings technique.
    

    

    
      Third wave. Fourth wave.
    

    

    
      Two more collapsed.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV53 enemy, gained 8000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV54 enemy, gained 9000 experience points】
    

    

    
      In the end, only two Fifth Grade Martial Artists remained standing, and even they were far from unscathed.
    

    

    
      If there had been another wave, they surely would not have been able to endure it.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Chen Ming had run out of flying knives. This time, he had brought fifty knives in total, thinking it would be more than enough. He hadn’t expected to encounter so many enemies.
    

    

    
      With this sudden turn of events, everyone was dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      Some quick-reacting pirates took off running—not toward the shore, but straight into the sea, diving headfirst.
    

    

    
      The two remaining Six Doors Authority officers didn’t even spare a glance at the fleeing pirates. They stared at this sudden master with grave expressions.
    

    

    
      On the other side, Li Guangjie and the Sand Sea General were still locked in a fierce battle, entirely unaware of what was happening here.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming ignored the two Fifth Grade officers, landed beside Zhong Shuyu, grabbed her arm, and leapt away. After a few quick bounds, he vanished into the distance.
    

    

    
      The two officers both let out a sigh of relief, realizing that this unknown expert had only come to save someone.
    

    

    
      They didn’t pursue the pirates who jumped into the sea. Instead, they immediately checked on their fallen comrades. To their surprise, though injured and incapacitated, none had life-threatening wounds.
    

    

    
      There was no poison on the hidden weapons either.
    

    

    
      The two strongest among them exchanged glances, both understanding clearly that this person had shown mercy. Each dagger had deliberately avoided vital points.
    

    

    
      If that man had truly intended to kill, their comrades would not have survived.
    

    

    
      “Who is this man? In Qingfeng City, there doesn’t seem to be anyone known for mastering hidden weapons.”
    

    

    
      An older man held a flying knife in hand, examining it. The blade was shorter than a finger, and extremely thin. It was made of common refined steel.
    

    

    
      Such knives—any blacksmith could make them.
    

    

    
      The other man wore a heavy expression. “There is one person, but he doesn’t possess this level of cultivation.”
    

    

    
      Although they hadn’t exchanged blows, they could tell that the opponent was at least a Fifth Grade Martial Artist.
    

    

    
      In Qingfeng City, there weren’t many openly known Fifth Grade experts. But if one counted those secretly nurtured by the Seven Great Maritime Traders, the true number was unknown.
    

    

    
      The Seven Great Maritime Traders kept a low profile. Only they knew how many experts their fleets harbored.
    

    

    
      “Who was that woman just now? It seemed he came specifically to rescue her.”
    

    

    
      “Not sure. But judging by her bound hands, she was probably captured by the pirates.”
    

    

    
      The two officers stood guard beside a group of incapacitated comrades, speculating about the man’s identity while keeping an eye on the nearby fight.
    

    

    
      A whole incense stick’s time passed before the duel between the two Fourth Grade experts came to a conclusion.
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie stepped across the water carrying the unconscious Sand Sea General. There was a bloody hole in his shoulder—clearly, it had not been an easy victory.
    

    

    
      “What happened here?”
    

    

    
      He looked at the bodies sprawled across the ground, his face darkening considerably.
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, he had noticed the disturbance, but he had trusted in his subordinates’ strength and hadn’t paid it much attention.
    

    

    
       Who would have thought that by the time he dealt with the Sand Sea General and came over, his subordinates were nearly wiped out, and those pirates had also been rescued.
    

    

    
      How could he not be enraged?
    

    

    
      The two men immediately knelt to plead guilty, “Subordinates failed in their duties. We await Your Excellency’s punishment.”
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie quickly calmed down and said coldly, “Investigate for me. I want to see who dares to go against our Six Doors Authority!”
    

    

    
      “Reporting to Your Excellency, that man came specifically to rescue a woman. We can begin investigating from her identity.”
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      Not long after, they withdrew.
    

    

    
      Leaving behind a scene of utter chaos.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside Qingfeng City, in a tranquil little courtyard.
    

    

    
      In the loft, a woman dressed in red sat before the window sill, gently stroking a stringless zither. The moonlight cast a clear glow upon her, adding an air of mystery.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, her hand paused as she softly said, “Honored guest at my door, why not come in for a cup of tea?”
    

    

    
      Soon after, a calm male voice replied from outside, “Coming at such a late hour is presumptuous. I ask for the lady’s forgiveness. I shall decline the tea—an unmarried man and woman alone would be improper.”
    

    

    
      The woman in red sighed and said, “So it is an unwelcome guest. You’re blocking my doorway—what is your intention?”
    

    

    
      “I was entrusted with a task. As long as the lady doesn’t step beyond this door, all is well.”
    

    

    
      She chuckled, “Zhao Shouchang is truly narrow-minded. Still holding a grudge over how I tricked him? He’s scheming this elaborately to deal with me?”
    

    

    
      The man outside said nothing more.
    

    

    
      The woman in red continued, “What if I insist on leaving?”
    

    

    
      “Then I will have no choice but to stop you.”
    

    

    
      “Aren’t you afraid that if we come to blows, we’ll wreck Qingfeng City in the process?”
    

    

    
      “If you’re not afraid of drawing out the Heaven's Path Alliance's Grandmasters, then by all means, try it.”
    

    

    
      Her gaze turned cold, and she said lightly, “Now I’m all the more curious about your identity. Did Zhao Shouchang once save your life? Are you using this to threaten me?”
    

    

    
      Within Great Jin’s borders, if a Third Grade or higher expert makes a move in a city causing serious casualties, those old undying ones from the Heaven's Path Alliance would step in to uphold justice.
    

    

    
      She wasn’t exactly afraid. As long as she hid in the ocean, even experts of the Divine Repository Realm could do nothing to her. But if she did that, she could never openly return to the inland again.
    

    

    
      The man outside sighed, “Living in the martial world, one’s actions are not their own.”
    

    

    
      After that, there was no further sound.
    

    

    
      The woman in red also stopped speaking and simply sat by the window, wiping the zither in her arms.
    

    

    
      Time passed, bit by bit.
    

    

    
      Finally, dawn arrived.
    

    

    
      As the first streak of pale white light appeared on the horizon, the woman in red finally said, “Attend me.”
    

    

    
      Soon, two maids arrived. “Miss.”
    

    

    
      “Send someone to check the rendezvous point where our household was supposed to meet us last night.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      By the time Chen Ming brought Zhong Shuyu home, it was already around five in the morning.
    

    

    
      After entering the courtyard, he released Zhong Shuyu.
    

    

    
      She lowered her head, quietly stepped back two paces, and softly said, “Thank you… for saving me again.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gently said, “You’ve suffered. If not for me, you wouldn’t have endured such hardship. I should be the one thanking you.”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu looked down at her dirty, worn shoes. Instinctively, she took two more steps back, tugging hard at her skirt, not wanting him to see her feet.
    

    

    
      Seeing her fall silent, Chen Ming asked, “What are your plans next?”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu felt a bit lost inside.
    

    

    
      Since childhood, she had always followed her Miss. Whatever her Miss told her to do, she did.
    

    

    
      Told to seek a master, she sought one. Told to stay hidden in Qingfeng City, she stayed. Told to return to Bliss Island, she returned…
    

    

    
      Now that her Miss no longer wanted her to follow, she suddenly felt the vast world had no place for her.
    

    

    
      Seeing her like this, Chen Ming said, “If you have nowhere to go, then stay with me for the time being. But… you’ll have to change your name.”
    

    

    
      Zhong Shuyu lowered her head even more, “I’ll follow… follow Senior Brother’s instructions.”
    

    

    
      “Tomorrow, I’ll arrange a new identity for you. That way, it’ll be easier if you wish to see your Miss again.”
    

    

    
      She suddenly looked up, eyes shining with a glimmer of hope. “Really?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. The one who betrayed Bliss Island is Zhong Shuyu. Once you change your identity, your past will no longer be tied to you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself that his home really had become a refuge, yet another person joined the household.
    

    

    
      Just for the fact that she had risked her life to warn him, he was more than willing to shelter her. It’s not like he couldn’t afford it.
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      Chen Ming had the two maids settle Zhong Shuyu in, then returned to his room and retrieved the dozen or so pages that Zhuang Xiaotian had given him back then.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian’s Flying Knife Technique was comprehended precisely from these pages.
    

    

    
      The move he had just used, “Rain of Flying Daggers,” also came from one of the pages—being the only complete high-tier technique among them.
    

    

    
      This technique, “Rain of Flying Daggers,” could only be fully executed by those above the Fifth Grade, possessing formidable True Qi. It was designed specifically for group battles.
    

    

    
      It was also his first time using this move in actual combat, and its power exceeded his expectations.
    

    

    
      “You, where did you learn the Soul-Hooking Blade?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Su Zhi Ning’s voice rang in his ears.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, “Soul-Hooking Blade?”
    

    

    
      The door creaked open, and Su Zhi Ning, dressed in white, stepped in. She had followed him through the night, exposed to the sea breeze for hours, yet her hairstyle remained immaculate, not even a single strand damp with dew.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but marvel. He wondered whether she was overly concerned with her appearance or simply suffered from extreme mysophobia.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning, seeing no sign of deceit in his expression, said, “In the past, the Biluo Sect excelled in hidden weapons. They had three hidden weapon techniques famed across the world: Soul-Hooking Blade, Blood Jade Bead, and Fallen Deity Nail. Their disciples roamed the world, feared by all. Later, the Biluo Sect was annihilated, and these three hidden weapon techniques were lost to history.”
    

    

    
      “If they’ve been lost, how did you recognize what I used just now as the Soul-Hooking Blade from Biluo Sect?”
    

    

    
      “Our sect holds records about the Soul-Hooking Technique.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I’ve never heard of the Biluo Sect, let alone any Soul-Hooking Blade. Everything I know about throwing knives, I learned from this.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he handed over the pages in his hand.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s gaze fell on the papers. After a slight hesitation, she still took them and began reading carefully.
    

    

    
      She read very slowly. The dozen or so pages took her a full incense stick’s time to finish.
    

    

    
      Finally, she reached the last page, closed them, and looked up to stare at him. “You actually learned that Soul-Hooking Blade technique from these incomplete scraps?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took the pages back and said with a smile, “Just figured it out on my own.”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s expression grew complicated. For a moment, she didn’t know what to say.
    

    

    
      She found herself increasingly unable to understand this man. Last time when she taught him movement techniques, he had seemed like a complete fool. Yet now, he had mastered a remarkable sword technique, and even managed to learn the once-dreaded Soul-Hooking Blade from such incomplete notes.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After daybreak, Zhuang Xiaotian went to the Six Doors Authority office for his usual duties. Upon arrival, he found his superior missing. Upon inquiry, he learned that their boss had been injured.
    

    

    
      From his colleagues, he found out that the previous night there had been a secret mission. Inspector Li had personally led over a dozen skilled men to apprehend someone. His superior was among them.
    

    

    
      It was said the battle last night had been extremely fierce. Everyone below Inspector Li had sustained injuries.
    

    

    
      Hearing that his superior was still in the office, being treated by a physician, Zhuang Xiaotian went along with a few colleagues to visit him.
    

    

    
      Within the Six Doors Authority was a small clinic. Usually empty, today it was packed with people.
    

    

    
      Peng Xin lay in a corner. Seeing several of his subordinates arrive, he asked, “Why are you all here?”
    

    

    
      One subordinate spoke with concern, “Boss, we heard you were injured and were worried.”
    

    

    
      “Just a minor wound. It’s nothing.”
    

    

    
      Peng Xin still had the flying knife embedded in his body.
    

    

    
      There was only one physician in the clinic and he was swamped. Peng Xin hadn’t even gotten his turn yet.
    

    

    
      When Zhuang Xiaotian saw the flying knife stuck in Peng Xin’s shoulder, his eyes flickered with suspicion.
    

    

    
      A subordinate asked, “Boss, were you ambushed?”
    

    

    
      They all found it strange. With their boss’s martial skills, how could he have been struck by a throwing knife?
    

    

    
      In front of his subordinates, Peng Xin naturally offered an explanation. “That thief’s hidden weapon skills were extraordinary. All of us, more than a dozen, were wounded by those flying knives.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian and the others looked around and found that several Patrol Envoys in the clinic also had similar flying knives embedded in them. They were momentarily stunned.
    

    

    
      “There’s such a master of hidden weapons in Qingfeng City?”
    

    

    
      “And they’re using throwing knives, no less.”
    

    

    
      One must know, throwing knives were considered relatively large hidden weapons—far less discreet than flying needles or poisoned darts. Thus, few chose to specialize in throwing knives as hidden weapons.
    

    

    
      At this moment, someone asked, “Xiaotian, you’re skilled with flying knives. Do you know of any experts within Jiangzhou who specialize in them?”   
    

    

    
       Zhuang Xiaotian shook his head and said, “Boss, I just fiddled around with throwing knives when I was a kid—good enough to hit birds maybe, but not real enemies. Even you don’t know about it, how would a subordinate like me?”
    

    

    
      Peng Xin had only asked casually. Hearing this, he didn’t press further and began talking about his encounter with that black-clad man the night before.
    

    

    
      The more Zhuang Xiaotian listened, the more uneasy he became—especially when Peng Xin described the technique used by the flying knife. His heart skipped a beat. Wasn’t that exactly the “Rain of Flying Daggers” recorded in the manual?
    

    

    
      That black-clad man from last night, the one who injured nine Six Doors Authority experts and rescued someone—could it be…
    

    

    
      He dared not think further.
    

    

    
      Peng Xin concluded, “Since you’re all here, keep an eye out for a certain woman. A portrait will be distributed soon. If you see someone resembling her, report immediately.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Then, several subordinates departed.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, it was Zhuang Xiaotian’s turn to patrol. As he pondered whether or not to visit Chen Ming, a servant from the Chen Residence found him.
    

    

    
      “Lord Zhuang, my Second Master invites you over for a drink.”
    

    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    

    
      This suited Zhuang Xiaotian just fine. He said a word to his men and left.
    

    

    
      Since reaching Eighth Grade, he had become a minor leader and had a few subordinates at his disposal. Street patrols like this no longer required his personal attention.
    

    

    
      Following the servant to the Chen Residence, Zhuang Xiaotian saw a disheveled middle-aged man standing outside the gate, with a longsword hanging from one side of his waist and a wine gourd from the other.
    

    

    
      One look told him this man was a low-level martial artist wandering the jianghu.
    

    

    
      He casually asked, “Who is that?”
    

    

    
      The servant replied, “He’s been standing there all day, claiming he owes Second Master a debt of gratitude and wants to thank him in person. We’ve tried to chase him off, but he won’t leave.”
    

    

    
      Just as he finished speaking, a maid walked out and invited the middle-aged man inside.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian recognized her—it was Chunxiang, Chen Ming’s personal maid.
    

    

    
      So he followed behind her and entered.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hadn’t left the house all day, waiting for that woman in red to appear. Yet after an entire afternoon, she never showed.
    

    

    
      He had sent someone to invite Zhuang Xiaotian. While idly waiting, he heard Chunxiang report that someone had been outside all day asking to see him.
    

    

    
      With nothing better to do, he instructed Chunxiang to bring the man in.
    

    

    
      When he finally saw the person, Chen Ming was startled. He had seen this man before—just a few days ago outside the city when returning. A disheveled middle-aged man.
    

    

    
      Back then, the man was looking for Ding Guangnan.
    

    

    
      “What does he want from me?”
    

    

    
      Puzzled, Chen Ming watched as the man bowed deeply. “I am Ding Guangsheng. Last year, my nephew Ding Guangnan was killed. It was thanks to you, young master, for ordering his corpse to be collected and buried, sparing him the humiliation of being left to rot in the wilderness. Your noble deed deserves my deepest respect. Please accept this bow.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly stepped forward to help him up, saying, “Mister Ding, there’s no need for this. Your nephew’s righteousness truly moved me. I only regret that my abilities are limited and this was the least I could do.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian, who had followed behind, watched this scene and found the name Ding Guangnan familiar. After a moment’s thought, he remembered—he was the young man who had killed the illegitimate son of the Four Seas Trading Company’s owner and had been sentenced to autumn execution. He had been beheaded last year.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that it was Chen Ming who had arranged for the corpse to be collected.
    

    

    
      After expressing his gratitude, Ding Guangsheng took his leave.
    

    

    
      Only after he left did Zhuang Xiaotian step into the courtyard and ask, “You called me over so urgently—what is it?”
    

    

    
      He didn’t mention last night’s events. The less he knew about things like that, the better. Whether or not Chen Ming was involved had nothing to do with him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming invited him to sit and said, “I need your help with something. Help me get a legal identity.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian’s heart jolted, but his face showed nothing as he asked, “Male or female? How old?”
    

    

    
      “It’s a woman, twenty years old.”
    

    

    
      At that, Zhuang Xiaotian knew there was no mistake. He swallowed hard and said, “Alright, leave it to me.”
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      After Zhuang Xiaotian left the Chen Residence, he pondered all the way home on how to properly handle the task Chen Ming had entrusted him with.
    

    

    
      This was the first time Chen Ming had asked him for help—he had to make sure it was done flawlessly.
    

    

    
      For him, creating a new identity wasn’t difficult. These past few years with the Six Doors Authority hadn’t been for nothing; it was a simple matter to fabricate a household registry.
    

    

    
      However, such forged documents would be easily exposed upon investigation. That would never do.
    

    

    
      He had to come up with a flawless method, one without a single loophole that anyone could uncover.
    

    

    
      That would be a bit more difficult.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian thought as he walked. After rejoining a few of his subordinates, it was about time to return to the office. Suddenly, he heard a loud bang echo through the sky.
    

    

    
      Startled, he looked up to see a firework bloom in the air.
    

    

    
      “Something happened!”
    

    

    
      This was the special signal used by the Six Doors Authority. Whenever someone encountered an enemy they couldn’t handle, they would release this firework to summon nearby Six Doors personnel for reinforcements.
    

    

    
      This signal stirred unpleasant memories in Zhuang Xiaotian. The last time he had seen it, their small team had gone to assist—and three of the seven had died.
    

    

    
      Within the Six Doors Authority, many referred to this signal as the “death knell.” When it appeared, it was akin to the ringing bell of death.
    

    

    
      The Authority enforced military discipline. Anyone who failed to respond to the signal would be as good as dead if discovered.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Though fear weighed heavily on him, Zhuang Xiaotian still steeled himself and rushed toward the site with his subordinates.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The signal had been launched from Zhengming Avenue, one of the busiest streets in the city, usually overseen by a Fifth Grade Patrol Envoy.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, that Fifth Grade Patrol Envoy had been injured during a mission the night before.
    

    

    
      When Zhuang Xiaotian arrived at Zhengming Avenue, the once-crowded street was now deserted. As he scanned for the “enemy,” a man’s voice rang out.
    

    

    
      “I’ve come today to seek justice from the Four Seas Trading Company. All unrelated people, get lost!”
    

    

    
      That voice… why did it sound familiar?
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian turned toward the direction of the voice. From afar, he saw that the former location of the Four Seas Trading Company had become a pile of rubble. A whole row of shops had collapsed, dust billowing into the sky.
    

    

    
      Here to cause trouble for the Four Seas Trading Company?
    

    

    
      Could it be him?
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian suddenly remembered. That voice—he had just heard it at Chen Ming’s place. It was that middle-aged man named Ding Guangnan.
    

    

    
      Was he here to seek justice for his nephew, Ding Guangnan?
    

    

    
      At that moment, an aged voice rang out. “I don’t care who you are. If you dare make trouble at the Four Seas Trading Company, you die!”
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      A deafening explosion followed.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian clutched his ears in pain. From the direction of the Four Seas Trading Company, a small shadow shot toward them, rapidly enlarging before crashing into a nearby pavilion, collapsing the entire building.
    

    

    
      His pupils shrank as fear spread across his face. “A Third Grade! Run!”
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even finished speaking when he turned and fled, wishing he’d been born with two more legs.
    

    

    
      His subordinates snapped out of their daze only after seeing him flee, then followed in panic.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors Authority did not permit desertion in battle—but there were exceptions. For instance, encountering a Third Grade expert warranted fleeing as far as possible.
    

    

    
      Against an expert of the Third Grade or higher, sheer numbers meant nothing—it would only lead to pointless deaths.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian had never imagined that the seemingly down-and-out middle-aged man was actually a Third Grade expert!
    

    

    
      This time, the Four Seas Trading Company was in deep trouble.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Elsewhere in the city, within a tranquil little courtyard.
    

    

    
      A woman in red was listening to two maids report. “According to our informant in the Six Doors Authority, the Sand Sea General has been captured by Li Guangjie and is now imprisoned in the Six Doors Authority Prison.”
    

    

    
      “What about Xiaoyu?”
    

    

    
      Her tone was flat, as if she had already anticipated this outcome.
    

    

    
      The maid replied, “It is said she was taken away by a black-clad man.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
        The woman in red’s eyes flickered slightly, her tone carrying a hint of surprise."What did that black-clad man take her for?"
    

    

    
      "Unclear. That black-clad man’s strength was incredibly high and he specialized in Flying Knife Technique. At the time, Xiaoyu and the others were all captured by experts from the Six Doors Authority. That person suddenly appeared, unleashed a flying knife, and the Six Doors experts present fell to the ground one by one. He took Xiaoyu and left calmly. The others took the chance to dive into the sea and escape."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, the woman in red fell silent for a while before finally asking,"Has the Six Doors Authority found out the black-clad man’s identity?"
    

    

    
      "Not yet."
    

    

    
      "Alright, you may go for now."
    

    

    
      Once the two maids had left, a strange look appeared in the woman in red’s eyes. She murmured softly to herself,"You really do know how to surprise me..."
    

    

    
      In truth, what she feared most was that Chen Ming would stumble into a trap set by the Six Doors Authority and be captured as well—that would be quite troublesome.
    

    

    
      She had informants within the Six Doors Authority and happened to know of the grudge between Li Guangjie and Chen Ming. If Li Guangjie used this opportunity to kill Chen Ming, she would suffer a huge loss.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, not only had Chen Ming avoided danger, but he had also unleashed extraordinary might, injuring over a dozen Six Doors experts and rescuing Xiaoyu.
    

    

    
      This was far beyond her expectations.
    

    

    
      Her curiosity about this man deepened.
    

    

    
      As she was thinking, she suddenly turned her head to look in a particular direction. A hint of joy flashed in her eyes."That one has finally taken action. Four Seas Trading Company, let me see the strength you’ve hidden in the shadows."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "?"
    

    

    
      Inside the room, Chen Ming, who had been immersed in reading, suddenly felt a pang of unease. He jerked his head up, looking southeast, and touched his heart which was still pounding wildly, perplexed."What’s going on?"
    

    

    
      "A Second Grade expert has made a move."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s voice sounded timely by his ear, with an added weight of seriousness.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was somewhat surprised."Second Grade? Who is it?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning did not reply. Clearly, she did not know either.
    

    

    
      He sighed helplessly. Qingfeng City was becoming increasingly dangerous. Even Second Grade experts were fighting within the city.
    

    

    
      Let alone now that Zhao Shouchang wasn’t in the city—even if he were, could he even stop it?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming no longer had the mood to read. He took out the sword jade given to him by Senior Shang, placed it against his brow, and began comprehending the sword intent within.
    

    

    
      Gradually, his emotions calmed as he became immersed in that sword intent.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After nightfall, the woman in red finally arrived. She appeared outside Chen Ming’s door without a sound. When she pushed the door open, she startled him, and he instinctively reached for his sword.
    

    

    
      "Sister Red! You’re finally here."
    

    

    
      Seeing the visitor, Chen Ming pretended nothing had happened and withdrew his hand, rising to greet her.
    

    

    
      She sat down on a chair across from him and asked,"What were you reading?"
    

    

    
      "A movement technique."
    

    

    
      She glanced at the cover and shook her head."This technique doesn’t suit you."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming humbly asked for guidance."Please enlighten me, Sister Red."
    

    

    
      "Your True Qi is supremely firm and pure yang. It should be a Pure Yang Technique. This《Phantom Step》does not align with your cultivation method. Remember, a cultivation method is the foundation of a martial artist. Whether it’s sword techniques, saber techniques, fist techniques, or movement techniques, they all must complement your cultivation method to achieve double the results with half the effort."
    

    

    
      "I see. But this is the only movement technique I have, so I can only study it for now."
    

    

    
      "I actually have a movement technique that complements your cultivation method. I’ll deliver it to you in a few days."
    

    

    
      "That would be most appreciated."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly expressed his thanks, not declining. He knew this was the reward she was offering for rescuing Zhong Shuyu.
    

    

    
      This Sister Red was indeed straightforward.
    

    

    
      He suddenly remembered something and asked,"Sister Red, it seems there was a commotion in the city today. A powerhouse above Third Grade made a move."
    

    

    
      The woman in red nodded."Yes, it was a Second Grade."
    

    

    
      "Does Sister Red know which senior it was and why he acted?"
    

    

    
      "That man’s surname is Ding. He was once a disciple of the World’s Number One Tower, but violated the sect’s rules and was expelled. Since then, he disappeared without a trace. This time, he made a move and destroyed the Four Seas Trading Company’s storefront, killing several of their Devotees. It is said his nephew was killed by someone from the Qian Family, so he came seeking revenge."
    

    

    
      The more Chen Ming heard, the more shocked he became.
    

    

    
      So the Ding Guangsheng who had visited him earlier that day… was actually a Second Grade expert?
    

    

    
      He was truly the most modest martial artist Chen Ming had ever seen—and a Second Grade expert at that.
    

    

    
      Unbelievable.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he recalled something. The third part of《Blazing Sun Divine Art》was still in the hands of the Four Seas Trading Company. If Ding Guangsheng destroyed them, wouldn’t he never be able to complete this divine art?
    

    

    
      He asked anxiously,"Then is the Four Seas Trading Company finished?"
    

    

    
      The woman in red said,"Not necessarily. A lone Second Grade might not be enough to destroy the Four Seas Trading Company—at most, they’ll be severely weakened. Even a broken ship has three pounds of nails, let alone the Four Seas Trading Company."
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Chen Ming finally felt at ease.
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      Chen Ming suddenly felt that something was off. This "Sister Red" knew a bit too much about Ding Guangsheng's affairs, didn’t she?
    

    

    
      It was through a fortuitous coincidence that he had entered the Six Doors Authority Prison, met Ding Guangnan, and learned of his circumstances. Only when Ding Guangsheng personally came to his home to express his gratitude did he realize the relationship between the two.
    

    

    
      And yet "Sister Red" had already figured out the entire sequence of events so quickly, even down to the origin of the individual. This intelligence-gathering capability was simply exaggerated.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately grew wary in his heart. "Looks like she must be the intelligence leader arranged by Red Sea Lord in Qingfeng City."
    

    

    
      These thoughts flashed by in an instant. A worried expression surfaced on his face. "If the Four Seas Trading Company also sends out a Second Grade Expert, wouldn't it be very dangerous if they start fighting in the city?"
    

    

    
      Last time, just by looking at Zhao Shouchang’s sword intent from afar, he had almost gone blind. He now had a deep understanding of the destructive power of a Third Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      If two Second Grade Experts fought within the city, how many people would die?
    

    

    
      The woman in red chuckled lightly. "Even if Ding Guangsheng is not afraid of death, those few old fossils in the Four Seas Trading Company still haven’t had enough of life."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, "You mean to say, experts of that level can’t act freely in the city, or else… they might die?"
    

    

    
      The woman in red looked at him in slight surprise. "You’re acquainted with the female disciple of Heaven's Path Alliance, and yet you don’t know that the Heaven's Path Alliance loves to play watchdog, always meddling in other people’s business?"
    

    

    
      So the Heaven's Path Alliance really was seriously upholding Heaven’s mandate. Moreover, their deterrent force remained considerable. Even experts above Third Grade were extremely wary of them.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grew even more curious. What did the Heaven's Path Alliance get out of doing such thankless work? Even if the founding patriarch had been an idealist, could his descendants still hold fast to that ideal hundreds of years later? It was hard to believe.
    

    

    
      "Right, don’t you enjoy sparring with others? I know a place."
    

    

    
      At this moment, the woman in red suddenly spoke.
    

    

    
      "Where?"
    

    

    
      "Three months from now, the World’s Number One Tower will set up a challenge arena in Jiangzhou City to reestablish the Azure Cloud Ranking. Anyone under the age of twenty-five can participate. By then, all of Jiangzhou’s young talents will rush to the event. You’ll be able to meet the finest talents of the region."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes lit up. "Is that true?"
    

    

    
      "This matter will soon reach Qingfeng City. It’s a grand event held once every five years. I’m sure you won’t want to miss it." After saying this, the woman in red added, "I must be going now."
    

    

    
      Then she stood and left the room.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had originally wanted to ask if she wanted to meet Zhong Shuyu, but who would’ve thought she would leave so abruptly?
    

    

    
      At that moment, he heard footsteps outside—it was Chunxiang bringing Zhuang Xiaotian over. Only then did he understand why she had left so suddenly. She had heard someone approaching.
    

    

    
      Seeing him waiting at the door, Zhuang Xiaotian said admiringly, "Brother Chen, your cultivation is growing ever more profound. I hadn’t even entered the courtyard and you already noticed."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t explain, smiling as he invited him inside. He asked, "Coming over so late, does it mean there’s some progress with that matter?"
    

    

    
      "Mm, I’ve had an idea and came to discuss whether it might work with you..." Then, Zhuang Xiaotian shared his thoughts in detail.
    

    

    
      After hearing him out, Chen Ming nodded in approval. "You’ve thought it through well. Let’s do it that way."
    

    

    
      Next, Zhuang Xiaotian brought up another matter. "Today, something big happened at the Four Seas Trading Company."
    

    

    
      He lowered his voice. "Do you still remember that Ding Guangsheng who came by your place this afternoon?"
    

    

    
      "I do."
    

    

    
      "He’s actually a Second Grade Expert. To avenge his nephew, he tore apart the Four Seas Trading Company. Three Fourth Grade Devotees from their side were killed. It was a huge commotion."
    

    

    
      "Is that true?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wore an expression of 'shock'.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian warned him, "Don’t let anyone know that Ding Guangsheng came to see you, or else the Four Seas Trading Company might take out their anger on you."
    

    

    
      "I understand."
    

    

    
      After thanking him, Chen Ming watched as he left in a hurry.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      "Miss Su, are you still there?"
    

    

    
      Once again, only Chen Ming remained in the courtyard. He called out.
    

    

    
      "What is it?" came the quick reply.
    

    

    
      He asked, "That matter about the World’s Number One Tower resetting the Azure Cloud Ranking—is it true?"
    

    

    
      "It’s true. The World’s Number One Tower resets the Azure Cloud Ranking once every five years."
    

    

    
      "That's great."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a bit excited. He had been troubled by not being able to find opponents to spar with in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      The Fifth Grade experts in Qingfeng City were either in the Six Doors Authority or among the Seven Great Maritime Traders. None of them were people he could afford to provoke at this stage.
    

    

    
      At this level, it was nearly impossible to find any unaffiliated cultivators. Someone like him, who had reached Fifth Grade without a sect or backing from a powerful faction, was as rare as a phoenix feather or qilin horn.
    

    

    
      Precisely because of this, when he faced those eleven experts from the Six Doors Authority last night and saw an opportunity, he had taken the risk to act.
    

    

    
      Such chances did not come often.
    

    

    
      Moreover, now that Su Zhi Ning was sticking to him without leaving his side, he could no longer pretend to enter seclusion and go around with a different identity to farm experience points.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning suddenly said, "Do you truly wish to ascend the Azure Cloud Ranking?"
    

    

    
      "Whether I make the ranking or not doesn’t matter. I just want to spar with the talented young martial artists of Jiangzhou."
    

    

    
      "Do you know that if you make it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking, it will bring you endless trouble? For the next five years, countless young martial artists eager to make a name for themselves will want to defeat you and step on your corpse to become famous."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming's eyes lit up. "There's such a good thing?"
    

    

    
      To sit at home and have challengers come knocking on his door—he would laugh himself awake in his dreams.
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning seemed to know he couldn’t be persuaded and thus said no more.
    

    

    
      The World’s Number One Tower was a mysterious organization. It was neither a sect, nor one of the Nine Great Sects. Nor was it a trading company, as they sold nothing.
    

    

    
      This organization was obsessed with ranking individuals, organizations, and items, always producing some form of “Number One Under Heaven.”
    

    

    
      For example, the Nine Great Sects with the Heaven's Path Alliance ranked first—this ranking was issued by the World’s Number One Tower.
    

    

    
      There were also titles like Number One Under Heaven in martial arts, swordsmanship, saber arts, and even the most beautiful woman...
    

    

    
      Such an organization, obsessed with rankings, had managed to exist for over a thousand years, which showed how formidable their strength was.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming's cultivation was still low, the World’s Number One Tower was something that only existed in legends to him, seemingly out of reach.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected to come into contact with it so soon.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next day, Chen Ming sent someone to purchase a complete ranking booklet published by the World’s Number One Tower.
    

    

    
      After receiving it and flipping to the latter pages, he finally saw the "Azure Cloud Ranking."
    

    

    
      The Azure Cloud Ranking was arranged by province, and could be considered a secondary ranking. Its influence was far below the primary rankings on the earlier pages.
    

    

    
      However, within a single province, its influence remained tremendous.
    

    

    
      If one could reach first place, they would become the number one among the younger generation of that province. What an honor that would be!
    

    

    
      In the booklet Chen Ming held, the person ranked first on the Jiangzhou Azure Cloud Ranking was Ji Baichuan, of the Ji Family, who had been a Fourth Grade five years ago and was now already a Third Grade.
    

    

    
      The second and third ranked individuals had also broken through to Third Grade, having taken that critical step.
    

    

    
      There were only ten names on the ranking, all from aristocratic families or sects, with six of them hailing from Jiangzhou City. This showed just how vigorous the martial culture in Jiangzhou City was.
    

    

    
      As for Qingfeng City, it had been many years since anyone had made it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      For this reason, people in Qingfeng City rarely mentioned the Azure Cloud Ranking. After all, it wasn’t exactly a point of pride.
    

    

    
      This thick booklet was quite thoughtfully made. Not only did it list the backgrounds and ages of those on the ranking, but it also included their life histories.
    

    

    
      Such as what their cultivation was during the year they competed.
    

    

    
      In the previous Jiangzhou Azure Cloud Ranking, seven of the top ten were Fourth Grade, and only the last three were Fifth Grade. There had been at least dozens of participants, showing how fierce the competition had been.
    

    

    
      All these Fifth Grade contenders came from aristocratic or renowned families, and practiced at least top-tier cultivation methods. Not a single one was weak.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt that with his current strength, securing a place would not be easy.
    

    

    
      Of course, the ranking itself didn’t matter. What was critical was that he couldn’t lose—losing meant losing experience points.
    

    

    
      He had to use the next three months to improve his strength as much as possible.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also noticed something—on this ranking list, three individuals were not original winners from five years ago, but had instead defeated former ranked individuals and stepped over them to claim a spot.
    

    

    
      He thought, "If I can successfully make the ranking, I’ll never lack challengers again."
    

    

    
      The reason was simple. He had no background, unlike others who came from aristocratic families. Those wanting to challenge them had to weigh whether they could afford to offend them.
    

    

    
      Only he was a soft persimmon, anyone could come and give him a squeeze.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming kept flipping through the booklet. By the afternoon, Gu Yuantao and Zhou Weihao came over. As soon as they entered the courtyard, Zhou Weihao shouted, "Did you hear? The World’s Number One Tower is resetting the Azure Cloud Ranking..."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he caught sight of the ranking booklet from the World’s Number One Tower in Chen Ming’s hand. "Looks like you already know."
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      Zhou Weihao and Gu Yuantao were planning to set off for Jiangzhou City in a few days and wanted to invite Chen Ming to join them.
    

    

    
      Such a grand event as the World’s Number One Tower’s reestablishment of the Azure Cloud Ranking was something even someone as indifferent as Gu Yuantao was unwilling to miss.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only politely decline.
    

    

    
      He still had many matters left unresolved and couldn’t leave just yet.
    

    

    
      Thus, he arranged with the two to meet again in Jiangzhou City two months later.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the following days, Ding Guangsheng stirred Qingfeng City into upheaval. First, he destroyed the shops of Four Seas Trading Company in the city, then went after their warehouses all over, and finally their fleet.
    

    

    
      At first, Four Seas Trading Company’s people could still hunker down and stay still. But once the merchant ships were destroyed, they could no longer sit back. They sent out several experts to respond.
    

    

    
      That day, it was said the battle was so fierce that the sky darkened and the sun and moon lost their light. Even nearby mountain peaks were said to be leveled.
    

    

    
      Of course, these were all accounts heard from others and likely contained exaggerations.
    

    

    
      As for the outcome of that battle, opinions varied widely.
    

    

    
      Some said Ding Guangsheng was killed on the spot.
    

    

    
      Others claimed Ding Guangsheng won, took Chief Steward Qian’s head, and left after avenging his great grudge.
    

    

    
      There were also those who said both sides were gravely wounded.
    

    

    
      In any case, after that battle, Ding Guangsheng never appeared again.
    

    

    
      And Four Seas Trading Company, after this ordeal, was left seriously damaged, their recovery estimated to take no less than ten years. The biggest blow was the loss of most of their merchant fleet — a heavy injury indeed.
    

    

    
      Four Seas Trading Company really did replace their chief steward.
    

    

    
      Later, Chen Ming specifically asked that red-clad woman who had won that battle. But she didn’t answer directly, only saying, “From now on, Qingfeng City has only six great maritime traders.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t press further and could only infer from her words that Four Seas Trading Company had likely suffered damage to its foundation.
    

    

    
      As time went on, the storm stirred up by Ding Guangsheng gradually calmed down.
    

    

    
      Half a month after that great battle—
    

    

    
      “Finally done!”
    

    

    
      In the courtyard, Chen Ming leapt down from the rooftop, landing lightly on the ground. Seeing a new martial technique added on the panel, joy filled his heart.
    

    

    
      【Level: 50】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 200000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》（Fifth Level Perfected），《True Art of Two Principles》（Fifth Level 101879/1500000）】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》（Mastery），Eight Trigrams Saber Technique（Mastery），Zhuang’s Flying Knife（Mastery），Swallow Returns Sword Technique（Mastery），《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》（Proficient 21667/500000)，《Phoenix Dances Through the Nine Heavens》（First Level 1/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》（Mastery）】
    

    

    
      This movement technique called 《Phoenix Dances Through the Nine Heavens》was gifted to him by the red-clad woman. It was even more exquisite than 《Phantom Step》.
    

    

    
      Moreover, he found it much easier to learn. It took him less than ten days to grasp the basics.
    

    

    
      It seemed the red-clad woman wasn’t wrong — this movement technique truly suited his cultivation method perfectly.
    

    

    
      However, this movement technique didn’t display a proficiency value. Like the cultivation methods, it was divided into different realms.
    

    

    
      “Should I add to it?”
    

    

    
      After his excitement faded, Chen Ming saw he had only two hundred thousand experience points left and grew a bit reluctant.
    

    

    
      Ever since advancing to Fifth Grade, apart from that time killing pirates, he hadn’t gained much. He was planning to participate in the World’s Number One Tower’s competition, so naturally, experience points should be prioritized for cultivation methods and sword techniques — to increase his combat power.
    

    

    
      Just then, Chunxiang entered and reported, “Young Master, someone from Shang’an Trading Company delivered a letter.”
    

    

    
      “Bring it here.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes lit up. He took the letter and skimmed through it quickly. A gleam of excitement flashed across his face. “It’s finally here. Have them prepare a horse. I need to head out.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Shang’an Trading Company, as one of the Seven Great Maritime Traders, had a very good reputation in Qingfeng City. Among the seven, they were considered a stream of purity.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming rode a carriage, led by the clerk who had delivered the letter, into a secluded alley, stopping in front of a residence.
    

    

    
      “Second Young Master, the person you wanted is inside. Please enter.”
    

    

    
      The clerk was young but maintained a calm and composed demeanor. To be sent by Shang’an Trading Company for such a task, he was clearly no ordinary clerk.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed behind him and stepped into the courtyard that looked to have quite a few years of history.
    

    

    
      Upon entering, he saw five people, some standing, some sitting. They all stopped what they were doing and turned to look at him, their expressions varied — some discontented, some wary, some appraising...
    

    

    
      The young clerk introduced, “These five are guards of the Trading Company, all at Fifth Grade cultivation. They just returned from overseas yesterday.”
    

    

    
      “Mm, very good.”
    

    
        
    

    
      Chen Ming looked at the five before him, very satisfied.
    

    

    
      Last time, when he had taken the Heaven's Path Alliance token to Shang’an Trading Company and borrowed two Fourth Grade devotees to deal with the Qi Family, he had also made one request — for them to arrange some Fifth Grade martial artists to spar with him.
    

    

    
      Nearly a month had passed since then. He had urged them several times along the way, and now they had finally arranged five people.
    

    

    
      Judging from the sluggish response of Shang’an Trading Company, they were clearly reluctant, but didn’t dare disobey the order.
    

    

    
      With the token in hand, it must be used to its fullest.
    

    

    
      Unused power was power wasted.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s gaze grew fervent as he looked at the five, and he said, “The five of you are all my seniors. Please do not hold back. Who will go first?”
    

    

    
      “I will!”
    

    

    
      A tall woman stepped forward. She had short hair — extremely rare in this era — tanned skin the color of wheat, and wore black clothes that accentuated her fiery figure.
    

    

    
      She appeared to be about thirty years old, and her eyes held a wild and untamed gleam.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had seen female martial artists before, but never one this fierce and domineering.
    

    

    
      The woman didn’t report her name and struck immediately, clearly not taking him seriously.
    

    

    
      Moreover, her first move was a killing strike, obviously aiming to make him look like a complete fool on the spot.
    

    

    
      As someone who had fought her way up from the bottom to Fifth Grade, she naturally harbored hostility toward these noble sons born with silver spoons in their mouths.
    

    

    
      To her, the fact that Shopkeeper Gong had personally ordered the five of them to come and "spar" with this young lord meant that he must be the son of some bigwig behind the Trading Company.
    

    

    
      It was no wonder she thought this way. She had spent most of her years overseas and only occasionally returned, so she had never heard of Chen Ming's name.
    

    

    
      Not only her — the other four shared the same thoughts.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Well struck!”
    

    

    
      Facing the woman’s saber, Chen Ming instantly felt immense pressure.
    

    

    
      This strike had simplified complexity. Though it looked ordinary, it cut off all avenues of retreat. The saber technique was far more seasoned than that of Wan Laosan.
    

    

    
      This was the first opponent he had faced since advancing to Fifth Grade that made him feel pressured.
    

    

    
      “Blazing Stream Shocks the Sky”!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming chose to take it head-on.
    

    

    
      A loud clang rang out.
    

    

    
      Terrifying force exploded outward. The blazing heat made even the four observers nearby instinctively hold their breath. Their gazes sharpened, shedding their previous nonchalance.
    

    

    
      This youth possessed such intense true qi — definitely a formidable opponent.
    

    

    
      As for that young clerk, he had long since slipped away.
    

    

    
      The battle between Fifth Grade martial artists was not something just anyone could observe. Without sufficient strength, one could easily be caught in the crossfire.
    

    

    
      The two fighters simultaneously retreated a few steps.
    

    

    
      Evenly matched!
    

    

    
      But the four observers saw a flush appear on the woman’s face and immediately knew she had suffered a hidden loss.
    

    

    
      “Again!”
    

    

    
      The woman shouted fiercely and charged forward once more.
    

    

    
      Only, this time she was obviously more cautious, displaying her true skills. The curved saber in her hand danced unpredictably — now here, now there, now ahead, now behind.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming responded to every move with counter-moves. His longsword was flawless, blocking all attacks.
    

    

    
      The expressions of the other four gradually grew serious. Their eyes remained fixed, unblinking, on the two exchanging blows. When the fight reached its peak, some even couldn’t help but cheer aloud.
    

    

    
      Such an exhilarating battle wasn’t something one could witness often.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the two had already exchanged forty to fifty moves.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the woman’s figure flickered as she withdrew from the battle circle. With a face full of displeasure, she said, “No more. This is boring. Why are you holding back? Do you think I, Yun Niang, am someone who can’t afford to lose?”
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV55 enemy and gained 9000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Seeing the prompt appear, Chen Ming cupped his fists and said, “It was my fault. Miss, your saber technique is exquisite. I only wished to observe a few more moves, hence I resorted to that inferior tactic.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing his words, Yun Niang’s anger turned into joy. “At least you’ve got good eyes. This saber technique of mine is something I created myself by fusing the martial arts of several island nations overseas. If you wish to learn, I can teach you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s impression of her improved greatly. Such a generous heart — she truly was an extraordinary woman.
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      Chapter 141: Strength Greatly Increased
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV53 enemy and gained 8000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV55 enemy and gained 10000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV52 enemy and gained 7000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV53 enemy and gained 8000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, Chen Ming had also defeated the remaining four one by one.
    

    

    
      The five people, who initially had rather arrogant attitudes, were now all convinced by him.
    

    

    
      In the martial world, the strong were always respected—so long as one demonstrated strength, respect would follow.
    

    

    
      Next, Chen Ming did not leave. Instead, he stayed and reviewed the previous battles with the five of them.
    

    

    
      It had to be said, all five were far from weak. Their martial skills had distinct traits, and they excelled in real combat. The reason they lost to him was because his 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 was a cut above.
    

    

    
      This sword technique taught by Senior Shang was truly extraordinary. When executed using Pure Yang True Qi, its power was even more formidable.
    

    

    
      This review lasted over two hours. It wasn't until dusk approached that he bid farewell.
    

    

    
      “You’re not bad, unlike those arrogant young masters who look down on people. I consider you a friend now.”
    

    

    
      Yun Niang suddenly came over and gave him a strong pat on the shoulder.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, “It’s my honor.”
    

    

    
      “But I’m not quite satisfied with today’s loss. Let’s fight again next time.”
    

    

    
      “No need to wait—how about tomorrow?”
    

    

    
      “Perfect, it’s a deal.”
    

    

    
      “A deal.”
    

    

    
      Having confirmed tomorrow’s spar, Chen Ming was in high spirits as he departed.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After nightfall, in a small courtyard behind Shang’an Trading Company, a stunningly beautiful woman sat on a chair, flipping through an account book.
    

    

    
      “Young Mistress.”
    

    

    
      The young attendant who had been following Chen Ming entered, head lowered, not daring to look too much.
    

    

    
      The woman addressed as Young Mistress set down the account book in her hands and rubbed her temples with some fatigue. “Yun Niang and the others didn’t injure him, did they?”
    

    

    
      The attendant replied, “No. Yun Niang and the others were no match for Young Master Chen.”
    

    

    
      The Young Mistress paused her movements. “You’re saying all five of them lost to him?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      She looked a bit surprised. “He just broke through to Fifth Grade, and he already beat Yun Niang and the others?”
    

    

    
      She suddenly felt the need to reevaluate the strength of this Second Young Master Chen.
    

    

    
      At first, she thought Chen Ming’s request was sheer nonsense. But since he had the token in hand, she couldn't really refuse and simply let Yun Niang deal with him.
    

    

    
      She knew Yun Niang’s temperament. Her intention had been to let Chen Ming suffer a bit.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, his strength far exceeded her expectations.
    

    

    
      She pondered for a moment and asked, “He didn’t make any further requests, did he?”
    

    

    
      “No, but...”
    

    

    
      “But what?”
    

    

    
      “Yun Niang and Young Master Chen agreed to have another spar tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      The Young Mistress shook her head. “Yun Niang is still as competitive as ever.”
    

    

    
      The attendant said, “I think that may not be the only reason.”
    

    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    

    
      “After the sparring, Young Master Chen stayed with them to discuss martial arts. They talked for over an hour.”
    

    

    
      The Young Mistress looked somewhat surprised. “Didn’t expect him to have such breadth of character. Alright, you may go. Continue following him tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next day, at the same hour, Chen Ming returned once again to the courtyard and found not only Yun Niang, but the other four were also present.
    

    

    
      One of them said, “Our battle with you yesterday was most rewarding. Today, we’ve thickened our skins and hope to ask for more guidance.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “I’d be glad to.”
    

    

    
      Two hours later, he had earned half the experience points of the previous day and left, satisfied.
    

    

    
      Yun Niang and the other five sparred with him, gaining both experience and his guidance. They reaped great benefits and were equally satisfied.
    

    

    
      Thus, they scheduled another battle for the next day.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      On the third day, Chen Ming returned once more to that courtyard and found not only Yun Niang and the other five present, but also two additional individuals. Upon introduction, they were revealed to be Fifth Grade cultivators who had just returned from overseas the previous day. They had been brought by Yun Niang.
    

    

    
      So, his sparring opponents increased by two.
    

    

    
      Once again, he experienced the benefits of the King’s Path. After his reputation for being helpful spread, people began voluntarily seeking him out for sparring.
    

    

    
      Of course, this was also because these individuals held a light view on victory or defeat and focused more on practical results. They desired strength, sought progress.
    

    

    
      This mentality was fundamentally different from that of the Sixth Grade martial artists he had encountered before.
    

    

    
      The Sixth Grades in Qingfeng City were older and had little room for progress. They had essentially resigned themselves to their limits and cared more about reputation.
    

    

    
      These Fifth Grades, on the other hand, were still young with room for advancement.
    

    

    
      Moreover, they lived lives where blades danced on the edge, and they knew vanity was an illusion—only strength was real.
    

    

    
      Therefore, they cherished the opportunity to spar with experts. The chance to receive targeted feedback afterward was a rare opportunity, not something easily found. How could they possibly miss it?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      From then on, Chen Ming visited that small courtyard daily to spar with a group of Fifth Grade martial artists.
    

    

    
      At its peak, the number reached sixteen. It showed how many experts were hidden within Shang’an Trading Company.
    

    

    
      After a month, the number dwindled until only three or four remained. The others had all gone out to sea.
    

    

    
      Another half month passed, and the remaining few also departed for overseas.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally concluded this intense period of frantically farming experience points.
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, autumn was approaching once more.
    

    

    
      That day was the fifteenth of the seventh month. Chen Ming bid farewell to his elder brother and sister-in-law, boarded a carriage, and headed straight toward Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      Traveling with him was Feng Siyuan. World’s Number One Tower was about to reset the Azure Cloud Ranking, and he certainly wouldn’t want to miss such a grand event.
    

    

    
      “Qingfeng City finally has someone qualified to participate in the Azure Cloud Ranking,” Feng Siyuan said with emotion while they rested for a meal along the way. “You don’t know—let alone placing on the list, for the past twenty to thirty years, not a single person from our Qingfeng City even had the qualifications to compete.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “That can’t be right. The Azure Cloud Ranking only limits age to under twenty-five. There’s no restriction on cultivation rank.”
    

    

    
      “If you’re not at the Fifth Grade, you don’t even have the right to contend. If a Sixth Grade dares to compete, people will just laugh at them.”
    

    

    
      “Actually, in terms of the number of Fifth Grade martial artists, if you include the few maritime traders in Qingyun City, they probably won’t lose out to Jiangzhou City.”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was stunned and said, “When you put it that way, it makes sense. But the Fifth Grades under the maritime traders all go overseas with the ships. Very few remain in Qingfeng City.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Is it really that chaotic overseas? They need that many experts for protection?”
    

    

    
      “Those barbaric island nations across the sea have no manners or shame. If a fleet doesn’t have experts holding it down, they’ll dare to rob you outright. Only by beating them into submission will they honestly trade with you.”
    

    

    
      Thus, though the Seven Great Maritime Traders had many experts, they were scattered across overseas fleets. Only a few remained in Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan said, “Brother, I’ve placed a heavy bet on you this time. I hope you make it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking. If you do, I’ll strike it rich.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew that in grand events held every few years, there would certainly be betting pools. He just didn’t know the rules they used.
    

    

    
      After their meal, they continued on their journey.
    

    

    
      Seated in the carriage, Chen Ming silently recited in his heart and opened the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 55】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 0】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Stage Complete), 《True Art of Two Principles》 (Fifth Stage 823356/1500000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 (First Stage 1952/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      His current strength had made enormous strides compared to two and a half months ago.
    

    

    
      《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 had reached mastery.
    

    

    
      The progress of 《True Art of Two Principles》 at the fifth stage had also passed the halfway mark.
    

    

    
      This was the confidence backing him in this Azure Cloud Ranking battle. No exaggeration—his current strength was more than tenfold what it was when he first broke through to Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      He now hoped for as many participants in this competition as possible. With a bit of luck, after this match, he might just accumulate enough experience to break through to Fourth Grade.
    

    

  Chapter 142: Jiang Family

    
      Chapter 142: Jiang Family
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage, Su Zhi Ning, dressed in snow-white clothes, sat opposite Chen Ming. Her deep, clear eyes were fixed on him, not moving away for a long time.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already noticed her gaze. He quietly turned off the panel and asked nonchalantly, “Why is Miss Su looking at me like that?”
    

    

    
      “Your progress is much faster than I expected.”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s tone remained as cold as ever, but her beautiful eyes continued to watch him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, “Could it be that Miss just realized today? I’ve always been a martial arts prodigy.”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning replied, “I have a Martial Aunt who was hailed as a once-in-a-century peerless genius. It took her one year to break through from Fifth Grade to Fourth Grade. At your current pace, I’m afraid it won’t even take you half a year to reach Fourth Grade.”
    

    

    
      “Miss thinks too highly of me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s smile turned a bit dry, silently calling it trouble in his heart.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning had been following him around every day. To avoid exposing his secrets, he had no choice but to spend time each day practicing internal cultivation. Perhaps it was during these sessions that she had seen through some of it.
    

    

    
      He had already tried to distribute the experience points as evenly as possible. Sometimes he even split them across several sessions in one day to make the increase in true qi look less abrupt.
    

    

    
      Even so, his progress was still too fast, too overwhelming.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew who her Martial Aunt was. In the “Under Heaven Ranking” book from the World’s Number One Tower, on the first page of the “Heaven Ranking,” the tenth-ranked peerless expert came from the Heaven’s Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      Beside the entry was a remark: a peerless genius appearing once in a hundred years, who entered the Heaven Ranking at the age of thirty, shocking the entire world.
    

    

    
      During this time, Chen Ming had been sparring with the Fifth Grade experts of the Shang’an Trading Company every day. After a month and a half, he had harvested over 1.1 million experience points.
    

    

    
      He had spent four hundred thousand on the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》. If he had invested all of it into the 《True Art of Two Principles》, it would have been even more terrifying.
    

    

    
      Such an opportunity wasn’t something that happened often.
    

    

    
      Yun Niang and the others had gone out to sea. A short trip would take two to three months, a long one might last half a year. There was such a long idle period in between.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the Azure Cloud Ranking contest was coming up soon, and he could harvest another round of experience points. Otherwise, his progress over the next few months would slow down drastically, and if there were no improvement at all, Su Zhi Ning would surely become suspicious.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming decisively changed the topic, “Speaking of which, is Miss planning to participate in the Azure Cloud Ranking? If you don’t go, it would truly be a shame.”
    

    

    
      “Such vain contests are of no benefit to martial cultivators. How many conflicts in the world arise because of them? This move by the World’s Number One Tower is nothing but a scourge upon the realm.”
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming saw the hatred flash in her eyes at the mention of the World’s Number One Tower, he wondered if she might tear it down herself once she had enough strength.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Seven days later, Jiangzhou City came into view. It was a city even larger than Qingfeng City, with its tall and majestic gates bearing the marks of time.
    

    

    
      It was said that the city gate had been built over a thousand years ago, with a long history.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming entered the city, he immediately felt how different it was from Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Qingfeng City was a young, emerging city with a strong commercial atmosphere.
    

    

    
      In contrast, Jiangzhou City felt more profound, its rhythm slower, with more leisurely pedestrians and a higher proportion of martial artists.
    

    

    
      Of course, this was related to the upcoming Azure Cloud Ranking contest. Besides those vying for the rankings, many more were simply there to watch the excitement.
    

    

    
      After entering the city, Chen Ming observed its surroundings.
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, Feng Siyuan was bidding farewell to two acquaintances he had run into on the road. “Brother Jiang, we part ways here. I wish you victory and a place on the Azure Cloud Ranking.”
    

    

    
      Brother Jiang was a handsome young man with an extraordinary bearing. He clasped his hands toward Feng Siyuan and said, “Then I’ll take you at your word, brother.”
    

    

    
      With that, the two sides went their separate ways.
    

    

    
      After the carriage of Brother Jiang had gone far, Feng Siyuan boarded Chen Ming’s carriage and cursed angrily, “What the hell. Just living off the remnants of the Meng family’s glory, and he dares to look down on people like that.”
    

    

    
      He was venting on behalf of Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Earlier that morning, Feng Siyuan had run into the Jiang family’s carriage on the road. Since they knew each other, he stopped to greet them and suggested they travel together.
    

    

    
      The Jiang Family was one of the three great Aristocratic Families in Jiangzhou, with a long history.
    

    

    
      This Jiang Shihua was the most outstanding young talent of the Jiang Family’s current generation. He had reached Fifth Grade at the age of twenty, and now at twenty-three, he was likely not far from Fourth Grade, making him a strong contender for the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      With his background from a top Aristocratic Family and such remarkable talent, it was only natural for him to be arrogant. Feng Siyuan, as a member of the Feng Family, might not be very accomplished himself, but was still qualified to socialize.
    

    

    
      However, as soon as he introduced his friend—who was neither from an Aristocratic Family nor a sect—Jiang Shihua couldn’t even be bothered to respond.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was indignant at how Jiang Shihua treated his friend with such disrespect, but he dared not confront him directly.
    

    

    
      Only after the man had left did he rush over to Chen Ming and angrily curse that Jiang Shihua.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found it a bit amusing. If you say that, aren’t you scolding yourself too?
    

    

    
      He consoled him, “The Jiang Family is a thousand-year-old Aristocratic Family. A bit of arrogance is normal. If I had that kind of background, I’d be even more arrogant.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Ming wasn’t angry at all, Feng Siyuan felt comforted and sighed, “Brother Chen, your heart is broad. I pale in comparison.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, “If I got angry every time someone looked down on me, wouldn’t I die from anger on the day of the Azure Cloud Ranking?”
    

    

    
      In this world, people like Jiang Shihua were the majority. It was foreseeable that once he got on the stage, all those Aristocratic Youths and Sect disciples would surely look down on him.
    

    

    
      After all, he wasn’t born into an Aristocratic Family, nor did he have a Sect.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan suddenly chuckled, “Now I’m really looking forward to the day Jiang Shihua runs into you in the ring. You must teach him a good lesson.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled, “You have quite a bit of confidence in me.”
    

    

    
      “That’s only natural. Brother Chen’s cultivation has advanced by leaps and bounds in these few years—I’ve seen it with my own eyes. In terms of talent, how can that arrogant Jiang Shihua compare to you? I believe you’ll beat him so hard he won’t know where north is.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      On the other side, inside the Jiang Family’s carriage sat a beautiful young girl around sixteen or seventeen. A trace of mockery flashed across her face. “Seventh Brother, you’ve seen that kid surnamed Chen. What do you think?”
    

    

    
      “Nothing special.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua’s expression appeared calm, but that hint of jealousy in his eyes didn’t escape his sister’s notice.
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue smiled and said, “Since Sister Yan views him differently, he must have some ability. I heard he broke through from Sixth Grade to Fifth Grade in less than half a year. Coming to Jiangzhou City this time, he must be aiming for the Azure Cloud Ranking. Perhaps he’s your strong opponent, Seventh Brother.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua sneered, “People are foolish, easily parroting baseless rumors. Breakthrough from Sixth Grade to Fifth Grade in half a year—who believes such nonsense? Qingfeng City is full of merchants who always exaggerate. You believe that too, Ninth Sister?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue seemed to enjoy seeing him lose composure. Her eyes curved into a smile, clearly amused. “Sister Yan has always had her own mind. Perhaps she intends to repeat the old tale of our grand-aunt…”
    

    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua raised his eyebrows, his gaze suddenly sharp, and said word by word, “I am not the Sea-Calming King, and he will never be Shang Jianfei!”
    

    

    
      The ‘Sister Yan’ Jiang Yingxue mentioned was Zhao Xiyan.
    

    

    
      They were cousins. Her grandmother and his grandfather were cousins, so their families were quite close.
    

    

    
      A few years ago, their parents had already intended to arrange a marriage between them.
    

    

    
      However, at the time Zhao Xiyan had just broken through to Sixth Grade and didn’t want to marry so soon. The engagement was thus delayed.
    

    

    
      In Jiang Shihua’s heart, he had already regarded her as his future wife.
    

    

    
      Until last year, he heard some rumors—Zhao Xiyan had ambiguous ties with some man. To him, that was a humiliation beyond compare.
    

    

    
      Today, he had coincidentally run into Feng Siyuan. When Feng Siyuan introduced his friend and he heard the name “Chen Ming,” a burning killing intent surged in Jiang Shihua’s heart.
    

    

    
      If not for the nearby “Uncle Fu” stopping him, he would’ve drawn his sword and slain Chen Ming on the spot.
    

    

    
      Seeing that he was genuinely angry, Jiang Yingxue no longer provoked him.
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua asked, “Uncle Fu, why did you stop me from acting?”
    

    

    
      The coachman’s voice came from the front, “There was a Third Grade expert hidden nearby at the time.”
    

    

    
      “Third Grade?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua was momentarily stunned, then said, “It must’ve been protecting Feng Siyuan.”
    

    

    
      No matter how low-profile the Feng Family acted, they could only fool outsiders. A force like the Jiang Family had a clear grasp of the Feng Family’s strength.
    

    

    
      The coachman said, “The family head instructed that this trip is for the Young Master to make a name on the Azure Cloud Ranking. You must not create trouble.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua heard him bring up his grandfather and didn’t press further.
    

    

    
      The coachman asked again, “Young Master, are we heading straight back to the villa?”
    

    

    
      “No, to the Inspector’s Residence.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue watched her Seventh Brother with a hint of amusement in her eyes. She knew he was flustered.
    

    

    
      Sister Yan had arrived in Jiangzhou City a few months ago and had been living in the Inspector’s Residence since then.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      The Feng Family also had a residence in Jiangzhou City. It was a large estate, far bigger than Chen Ming’s home, and looked like it had some years to it. The servants within were all present and capable.
    

    

    
      At Feng Siyuan’s strong invitation, Chen Ming decided to stay there. It was certainly better than finding an inn, which were likely already full at this time.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan arranged a large courtyard for Chen Ming and even assigned him a few charming maidservants.
    

    

    
      He had always thought the two maids around Chen Ming were too ugly and had long wanted to send him a few beautiful ones. So this time, he stuffed all the prettiest ones into Chen Ming’s courtyard.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Chen Ming still had no interest in such matters and didn’t let the beautiful maidservants serve him.
    

    

    
       At night, after confirming no one was around, Chen Ming asked softly, “Miss Su, are you there?”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning could be described as appearing and disappearing unpredictably. She had left suddenly halfway through the journey and hadn’t shown herself since. He didn’t know if she was nearby.
    

    

    
      After a while, there was no response.
    

    

    
      “Seems she’s not here.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit worried. With her being such a naive and trusting girl, without him by her side, if she ran into those old foxes, she might get tricked and not even realize it.
    

    

    
      Soon, he set aside these distracting thoughts, took out the sword jade, pressed it to his forehead, and began to comprehend it.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Early the next morning, Chen Ming went out alone. He had something to take care of.
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      Chen Ming did not take a carriage. The coachman had come with him, but he didn’t know the way either. It was actually more convenient for him to walk alone.
    

    

    
      Upon asking for directions, he found out the place was quite far.
    

    

    
      He didn’t mind. It was a rare outing, and just the right opportunity to stroll through the city.
    

    

    
      Although he had visited most of Jiangzhou the last time he went out, his mind had been solely on grinding experience points. He hadn’t had the leisure to enjoy the scenery and had just rushed through it all.
    

    

    
      Now, he finally had time to appreciate the sights of this large city.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked the entire morning and finally arrived at the street in question. After asking a few people, he found the place within a cobblestone-paved lane.
    

    

    
      “Changqing Hall, this should be the place.”
    

    

    
      He arrived at the entrance of a modest medical clinic, glanced at the somewhat weathered signboard above, and asked inside, “Excuse me, is Doctor Sun here?”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to step in, a man holding a longsword walked out. The sharp gaze swept over him with an invisible pressure.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming instinctively stepped back, refraining from entering.
    

    

    
      His heart tensed. This man was definitely an expert—most likely even stronger than him.
    

    

    
      How could such an expert appear in this inconspicuous medical clinic?
    

    

    
      He felt deeply puzzled.
    

    

    
      This time, he had come at the request of Lord Wang.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes had previously been injured by Zhao Shouchang’s sword intent. It was Lord Wang who had treated him. Seeing that this Lord Wang was not only highly skilled in medicine but also noble in character, Chen Ming had made a point to befriend him.
    

    

    
      Now that Lord Wang heard he was coming to Jiangzhou City, he asked him to deliver something to Doctor Sun at Changqing Hall.
    

    

    
      Lord Wang said that Doctor Sun was like his teacher. All his medical skills were learned from Doctor Sun.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had initially assumed that Changqing Hall must be a renowned establishment, given that it had produced someone as outstanding as Lord Wang. But after asking around, he found it tucked in a humble neighborhood, and the clinic itself was quite small.
    

    

    
      The swordsman blocked the entrance and said only two words: “Wait here.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming somewhat understood then—there was likely someone inside being treated, and this swordsman was their guard.
    

    

    
      “No wonder they say Jiangzhou City is full of experts. Even a random bodyguard has Fourth Grade cultivation.”
    

    

    
      As he pondered this, he heard footsteps from inside. A veiled woman stepped out. Though her face wasn’t visible, her figure and attire suggested she was quite young.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only glanced briefly before withdrawing his gaze and stepping aside. After the woman and the swordsman left, he entered the clinic.
    

    

    
      “Excuse me, is Doctor Sun here?”
    

    

    
      “Are you here for a prescription?”
    

    

    
      An elderly man with white hair and beard walked out. Though clearly advanced in age, his spirit was vigorous, making Lord Wang seem even younger by comparison.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “You must be Doctor Sun. I’ve come at the request of Lord Wang—Wang Yimu—to deliver something to you.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he handed over the bundle he had been carrying.
    

    

    
      “So it’s that child.”
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun’s expression softened a little as he accepted the bundle and set it aside casually.
    

    

    
      “There’s also a letter.” Chen Ming took out the letter he had been carrying.
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun motioned for him to sit and began to read the letter.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Outside on the street, in a seemingly ordinary carriage, the veiled woman who had just left Changqing Hall had been waiting for quite a while.
    

    

    
      “That man hasn’t come out yet?”
    

    

    
      The swordsman sitting beside the coachman replied, “No, Mistress.”
    

    

    
      “So he wasn’t here for a prescription. Send someone to follow him. Find out who he is.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Let’s go back.”
    

    

    
      Only then did the carriage slowly pull away.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Not long after, Doctor Sun finished reading the letter, put it away, looked back at Chen Ming, sized him up again, and asked, “You are Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      “This junior is.”
    

    

    
      “Would you let this old man take your pulse?”
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming rose and extended his hand.
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun placed his fingers on his wrist, gently stroking his beard with the other hand.
    

    

    
      After a moment, he withdrew his hand. “Little Wang mentioned in his letter that you’re quite interested in the medical arts.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Martial and medical arts are closely linked. Learning more about medicine is also beneficial to martial cultivation.”
    

    

    
      “Sit here.”
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun turned and went into a room. A short while later, he came back with a thick book.
    

    

    
      “These are some of my insights into medicine. Take it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was taken aback and quickly said, “This—this is far too valuable. I can’t accept it.”
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun pressed the book into his hands. “Take it. I have no disciples or descendants. If it stays with me, it’ll just get buried with me.”
    

    

    
      “Then I thank you, senior.”
    

    

    
      “You’re not leaving Qingfeng City too soon, are you? If there’s anything you don’t understand, feel free to ask me.”
    

    

    
      “Wouldn’t that be too much trouble for you, senior?”
    

    

    
      “Most days, I hardly have anyone here. Think of it as keeping an old man company.”
    

    

    
      “Then this junior shall respectfully accept your kind offer.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming returned to Feng Siyuan’s place, he saw Zhou Weihao and Gu Yuantao.
    

    

    
      “Well, you’ve arrived in Jiangzhou City and didn’t even come find us.”
    

    

    
      As soon as they met, Zhou Weihao began complaining. “We’ve been waiting for you here forever.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a brief explanation.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao refused to let it go and finally declared, “Tonight at Tianxiang Tower, you’re treating.”
    

    

    
      “Maybe next time. The Azure Cloud Ranking Competition is right around the corner…”
    

    

    
      “Oh, come on. You really think you can win a spot? Don’t take this the wrong way, but do you even realize how many young experts have emerged across Jiangzhou in recent years?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao poured cold water on him. “The Five Talents of Jiangzhou from a few years ago are now all at Fourth Grade cultivation. That already takes up five spots. In recent years, several formidable figures have also emerged. Jiang Shihua from the Jiang Family, Li Yuqi from the Wushan Sect, Ji Qianxing from the Ji Family… all of them are peak Fifth Grade experts, and their strength is extraordinary.”
    

    

    
      Beside him, Gu Yuantao also nodded slightly in agreement.
    

    

    
      Both of them were Sixth Grade cultivators, a few years younger than Chen Ming. This time around, they stood no chance, and by the next round they would be overage. One could say they had perfectly missed such a grand event.
    

    

    
      Being martial artists themselves, they understood even more clearly the gap between Chen Ming and Jiang Shihua, Li Yuqi, Ji Qianxing, and the others.
    

    

    
      Only someone like Feng Siyuan, who had failed in martial cultivation, would be so blindly confident in Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      In their eyes, Chen Ming’s talent was undoubtedly brilliant. If given one more year, he would definitely be a strong contender for the Azure Cloud Ranking. But now, he was still far from ready.
    

    

    
      Though he had dominated in Qingfeng City and hadn’t encountered any real opponent, it was because Qingfeng City simply didn’t have any decent experts.
    

    

    
      In the past two or three decades, the martial arts scene in Qingfeng City had declined terribly. Chen Ming’s battle record wasn’t all that convincing.
    

    

    
      The ones he had defeated were all dead-ends, grassroots-level weaklings.
    

    

    
      Now, those participating in the Azure Cloud Ranking competition were all top disciples from aristocratic families and renowned sects, practicing the most elite cultivation methods and martial techniques.
    

    

    
      Their strength was already top-tier within the same realm.
    

    

    
      No matter how powerful Chen Ming was, he had reached Fifth Grade far too recently. How could he compete with those who had been at Fifth Grade for two or three years?
    

    

    
      In the end, Zhou Weihao said, “Being able to spar with the most outstanding experts of your generation will benefit your future greatly. As for winning or losing, there’s no need to dwell on it.”
    

    

    
      He added, “So, you should still come with me to Tianxiang Tower tonight and see for yourself. I’m telling you, there’s a new courtesan this year who’s taken the stage, outshining all others. When I saw her last time, I was completely blown away—”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a woman’s voice came from the side. “Brother Zhou is talking about the peony of Tianxiang Tower, right? I’d like to go see her too.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao heard this voice and it was like his throat had been clutched. He glared furiously at Feng Siyuan beside him, then turned to look at Zhao Xiyan who had just entered from outside.
    

    

    
      She was still dressed in male attire, holding a folding fan. Her personal maid followed behind her. At this moment, she was looking at Zhou Weihao with a teasing expression.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao forced a laugh. “Isn’t this Young Master Zhao? Long time no see, you’re more elegant than ever. Ah, I just remembered something urgent at home, I’ll be off now.”
    

    

    
      After saying that, he slipped away.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao said nothing, cupped his hands, and also left.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan originally wanted to say something, but when he saw Zhao Xiyan gazing longingly at Chen Ming, he tactfully kept his mouth shut and left quietly.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at Zhao Xiyan standing before him, appearing more mature and with a seemingly fuller chest. He felt slightly conflicted. “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      It really had been quite a while—almost three months.
    

    

    
      Over two months ago, Zhao Shouchang had returned to Qingfeng City, but she had remained in Jiangzhou City. During that time, she had written him a few letters.
    

    

    
      However, not seeing each other for so long did make things feel a bit distant.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan’s eyes turned slightly red. “Are you still angry that I followed my father to Jiangzhou City?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “How could I be angry with you? Leaving at that time was the wisest choice. If you had stayed, Lord Inspector probably wouldn’t have let me go.”
    

    

    
      The more understanding he sounded, the more Zhao Xiyan felt the growing distance between them—like an invisible wall stood between them, impossible to cross.
    

    

    
      Everything had been getting better.
    

    

    
      Since Chen Ming broke through to Fifth Grade, her father’s attitude had also changed. Though he hadn’t said it outright, he had tacitly approved and no longer opposed them.
    

    

    
      “I stayed in Jiangzhou City because my father found me a teacher. I mentioned it in my letters to you. The letters I wrote—did you receive them?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded. “I received all the letters you sent. I didn’t reply because I didn’t want to interrupt your training. Knowing you’re doing well in Jiangzhou City puts my mind at ease.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a servant came to report, “Young Master Chen, someone outside requests to see you.”
    

    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked up at the sky and said, “It’s getting late. You should head back, lest your teacher scolds you. I’ll visit you another day.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, he turned and left, polite yet distant.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan watched his departing figure as tears streamed down her cheeks.
    

    

    
      She didn’t understand—how did things come to this?
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      "Chen Big Brother!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming arrived at the main hall and saw a handsome young man who had already grown into an adult. One could still see the shadow of his younger self.
    

    

    
      He said affectionately,"Xiaochuan, it’s been more than a year, and you’ve grown so tall."
    

    

    
      This young man was precisely Li Jinchuan, who had previously stayed at his house for almost a year. Last year, he left Qingfeng City and came to Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      That morning, when he went out, he had instructed the coachman to inform Zhou Weihao and Li Jinchuan that he had arrived in Jiangzhou.
    

    

    
      He did not inform Zhao Xiyan—after all, not just anyone could enter the gates of the Inspector’s Residence. It had to be said, her information was indeed well-informed.
    

    

    
      Previously, Zhao Xiyan had mentioned in her letter that she lived in the Inspector’s Residence.
    

    

    
      The Purple-Clad First Grade Inspector of the Six Doors Authority, the highest-ranking official appointed by the Court in a prefecture—an actual governor-level dignitary.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan’s master was none other than the wife of Jiangzhou’s Inspector, a Second Grade expert.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming did not hold any dissatisfaction toward Zhao Xiyan. To be fair, she had treated him with utmost sincerity. As a noble lady from a renowned family, it was already extremely rare for her to go to such lengths.
    

    

    
      That was, of course, assuming they were merely friends.
    

    

    
      As for going any further—it was no longer possible.
    

    

    
      What Chen Ming sought was not weighing pros and cons.
    

    

    
      From the moment Zhao Xiyan chose to come to Jiangzhou with her father, their relationship had already halted. At most, they could only be good friends.
    

    

    
      Of course, the kindness Zhao Xiyan had shown him, he would always remember in his heart.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Big Brother, congratulations on reaching Fifth Grade."
    

    

    
      There was a trace of excitement in Li Jinchuan’s eyes, and his face was filled with admiration.
    

    

    
      He had personally witnessed Chen Ming rise from humble origins. He still clearly remembered when they first met—their cultivation levels had been similar. Yet within merely four years, Chen Ming had already reached Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      And he had just broken through to Seventh Grade. Even so, the Sect Leader Martial Uncle had already praised him as the most talented disciple the sect had seen in twenty years.
    

    

    
      Precisely because he had someone like Chen Ming as an example, Li Jinchuan never felt that his own talent was anything particularly special.
    

    

    
      "Thank you. I heard you also reached Seventh Grade. Congratulations."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had heard this from Hong Zilin. Though the two differed in age by a few years, their relationship was very close. They often exchanged letters. Hong Zilin had always regarded Li Jinchuan as a role model.
    

    

    
      "I’m far behind you, Big Brother."
    

    

    
      After becoming an official disciple, Li Jinchuan no longer addressed him as Senior Brother, instead calling him Big Brother. It wasn’t out of place.
    

    

    
      After that, Chen Ming asked many questions such as,"How does your master treat you?""Are you used to living in the sect? Is anyone bullying you?"
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan had joined the Baiyu Sect, which was quite well-known in Jiangzhou. The sect had a First Grade expert. In terms of strength and foundation, it ranked in the second tier within Jiangzhou.
    

    

    
      He was now a true disciple of Baiyu Sect and had great prospects.
    

    

    
      That night, Li Jinchuan stayed over and took the opportunity to consult Chen Ming on many martial arts questions.
    

    

    
      Although his current master was Fourth Grade and had higher cultivation than Chen Ming, he always felt his master was not good at teaching. During instruction, he kept repeating the same few phrases—far less clear and insightful than Chen Ming’s guidance.
    

    

    
      Indeed, that night, many areas that had puzzled him were suddenly clarified with Chen Ming’s pointers. He felt he had gained immensely.
    

    

    
      The next day, when Li Jinchuan took his leave, he felt a twinge of regret—if only Chen Ming could be his master, how wonderful that would be.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Miss Su, are you there?"
    

    

    
      After Li Jinchuan left, Chen Ming returned to the courtyard and asked again.
    

    

    
      "What is it?"
    

    

    
      This time, there was an immediate response.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming let out a breath and said,"Finally, you’re here. I’ve been calling you these past few days with no response. I thought you had left me and run off on your own."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning was silent for a moment before explaining,"I had to take care of something."
    

    

    
      As for what that was, she didn’t say, and naturally, Chen Ming wouldn’t ask.
    

    

    
      He got to the main topic."Your Heaven's Path Alliance must have peripheral forces here in Jiangzhou City too, right? Can I ask them for help?"
    

    

    
      "No. My master’s token is only valid for outer sect disciples in Qingfeng County."
    

    

    
      The token’s effectiveness had a regional limit?
    

    

    
      Heaven's Path Alliance had such high administrative standards?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suspected she was lying but had no proof.
    

    

    
      In truth, he also knew that having the token alone was useless. If Su Zhi Ning didn’t cooperate, he couldn’t command any of the peripheral forces of the Heaven's Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, Shang’an Trading Company didn’t obey his orders—it obeyed hers.
    

    

    
      He said,"Then can you do me a favor?"
    

    

    
      He waited a while but didn’t hear her speak.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took it as tacit agreement and continued,"I want to find detailed information about a certain Doctor Sun of Changqing Hall on Divine Stone Street in the eastern part of the city. Could you help me check?"
    

    

    
      After a long pause, just when he thought Su Zhi Ning had left, her voice came,"Alright."
    

    

    
      "Thanks."
    

    

    
      "But you must answer me one question."
    

    

    
      "Go ahead."
    

    

    
      "Why did you treat Miss Zhao like that?"
    

    

    
      From her tone, Chen Ming detected a sense of questioning.
    

    

    
      So, she had returned yesterday and even saw his conversation with Zhao Xiyan.
    

    

    
      "Why would Miss Su say such a thing? Miss Zhao and I are friends—always have been, always will be. I’ve always treated her with utmost respect."
    

    

    
      After another pause, Su Zhi Ning’s quiet voice came,"Master was right—世间男子多薄幸……"
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After nightfall, Chen Ming had dinner and returned to the courtyard. When he pushed open the door, he found a piece of paper on the desk.
    

    

    
      He picked it up and saw neat, elegant handwriting detailing the life of that Doctor Sun of Changqing Hall.
    

    

    
      After reading, Chen Ming fell into deep thought.
    

    

    
      Changqing Hall had been open for many years—no one could find out exactly how long, but at least more than fifty years. That Doctor Sun had always worked there, never married, and had no children.
    

    

    
      Sometimes he worked alone, sometimes he took on one or two apprentices.
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun’s age was unknown. According to some elderly folks in their sixties and seventies, back when they were children, Doctor Sun was already no youngster. He was likely over ninety years old.
    

    

    
      No one knew his actual name. Everyone had always called him Doctor Sun.
    

    

    
      This Doctor Sun had rather excellent medical skills, but his temperament was eccentric. He disliked making house calls and charged exorbitant fees, so few people sought him for treatment.
    

    

    
      Aside from that, there was nothing particularly unusual about him.
    

    

    
      The note also stated that over the decades, this Doctor Sun had never displayed any martial arts ability. However, it was likely that he practiced some health-nurturing cultivation method, which was why his body remained sturdy even at over ninety years old.
    

    

    
      "Seems like there’s nothing suspicious. Could I have overthought it?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming twisted his True Qi and shattered the note in his hand.
    

    

    
      Maybe that sword-bearing swordsman and that woman were really just visiting Doctor Sun for medical treatment.
    

    

    
      He picked up the medical book Doctor Sun had gifted him and began to read.
    

    

    
      To his surprise, the book was written in a clear and accessible manner—much easier to read than classic medical texts.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At dawn, Chen Ming sat in Feng Siyuan’s carriage and departed together.
    

    

    
      Today, they were heading to the World’s Number One Tower to register and gain eligibility to compete.
    

    

    
      The Azure Cloud Ranking competition was not open to just any random riffraff. Participants had to be acknowledged by the World’s Number One Tower.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly asked,"What kind of force is this World’s Number One Tower exactly?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan responded leisurely,"If I had to describe it, the World’s Number One Tower could be considered a sacred ground for martial arts."
    

    

    
      "Sacred ground for martial arts?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s interest was piqued.
    

    

    
      "It refers to those long-established sects that stand above the mundane world. Such sacred grounds do not involve themselves in worldly affairs and remain detached. Only when one of their disciples enters the world does the world learn of their existence."
    

    

    
      "Then the World’s Number One Tower doesn’t quite fit."
    

    

    
      The World’s Number One Tower was far from uninvolved in worldly conflicts—it practically incited countless disputes. Just the Azure Cloud Ranking alone was enough to make the young elites across the land fight to the death.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan laughed."A martial sacred ground is judged by strength. The fact that the World’s Number One Tower has stood for a thousand years without falling, and its rankings are accepted across the world, speaks volumes of its strength."
    

    

    
      When put that way, it did make some sense.
    

    

    
      The Heaven Ranking listed only peak experts above First Grade.
    

    

    
      For those peak experts, who dared to rank them? What qualifications did they have? If the World’s Number One Tower was even slightly weaker, it would’ve long been torn apart by those peak experts.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan continued,"Moreover, aside from compiling rankings, the World’s Number One Tower never intervenes in mundane affairs."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly thought of Ding Guangsheng. “Sister Red” had once said that Ding Guangsheng was formerly a disciple of the World’s Number One Tower but was expelled after violating sect rules.
    

    

    
      So he asked,"What about the disciples of the World’s Number One Tower? For the tower to last this long, they must take in disciples, right?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan replied proudly,"I actually looked into that. It’s said that to join the World’s Number One Tower, one must sever all worldly attachments and refrain from participating in martial world conflicts. Also, they are forever banned from appearing on any of the tower’s rankings. So, they adopt orphans with no attachments as disciples."
    

    

    
      "What happens if one of their disciples violates the rules?"
    

    

    
      "Naturally, their cultivation is abolished and they are expelled."
    

    

    
      Abolish cultivation?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought of Ding Guangsheng—this person had relied on his Second Grade cultivation to nearly cripple the Four Seas Trading Company. So why hadn’t his cultivation been abolished?
    

    

    
      As the two chatted, the carriage suddenly came to a halt.
    

    

    
      It turned out the road was jammed with people.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked outside and saw the streets packed with people and vehicles, unable to move."We’ll have to walk. Let’s go."
    

    

    
      After Feng Siyuan got out, he glanced ahead and couldn’t help but groan,"We’re still a long way from the World’s Number One Tower."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked forward. People around him felt an invisible force sweep by, pushing them aside.
    

    

    
      The citizens of Jiangzhou City were experienced enough to recognize this as the aura of a True Qi expert. Though displeased at being pushed, they dared not make a sound.
    

    

    
      After walking a while, Chen Ming finally saw at the end of the street a towering building that seemed to pierce the clouds, easily over a hundred meters tall by estimation.
    

    

    
      In an era with such limited productivity, to build a structure like this—who knew how much manpower and resources it had consumed?
    

    

    
      It was evident that the World’s Number One Tower was truly extraordinary.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming continued forward, and after about half an incense stick’s time, he finally reached the base of the towering building. Ahead stood a surrounding wall, and at the entrance, a long queue had already formed.
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      The name of the World’s Number One Tower was far too prominent, and the Azure Cloud Ranking competition held once every five years was an even greater event, drawing countless people to watch the spectacle.
    

    

    
      Not only was the street packed with people, but the rooftops of the surrounding buildings were almost fully occupied.
    

    

    
      Many young disciples of the Baiyu Sect had also come to watch the excitement. Li Jinchuan had been dragged along by a close senior brother and was now standing at the back, listening to the discussions of his senior brothers and sisters, his gaze scanning through the crowd.
    

    

    
      He had joined the sect rather late and ranked the lowest among those present.
    

    

    
      A relatively young disciple said expectantly, “I wonder if we’ll get to witness the prowess of the Five Talents of Jiangzhou today.”
    

    

    
      An older senior brother mocked, “Then you’ve come for nothing today. You definitely won’t see them.”
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      “Forget people like the Five Talents of Jiangzhou, even young elite experts like Young Master Jiang, Young Master Li, and Young Master Ji, who are already famous, received their invitation letters to the competition from the World’s Number One Tower long ago.”
    

    

    
      The young disciple replied in disappointment, “Ah, so that’s how it is. If I had known, I wouldn’t have come.”
    

    

    
      “Those coming today to fight for a spot in the competition are either unknown young experts or people who are confident enough in their strength. Most of them are from the various counties of Jiangzhou…”
    

    

    
      Another young disciple asked curiously, “How does the World’s Number One Tower test these people?”
    

    

    
      “See that big gate? It’ll open soon. Once inside, if they can pass through the martial arena and enter the main hall, they pass.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan was curious as well, wondering what kind of obstacle would appear after the gate.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the previous person asked again, “Why didn’t Second Senior Brother come? I remember he’s not even twenty yet, right? He’s also a Fifth Grade Expert. He should definitely pass the test.”
    

    

    
      Once this topic was brought up, all the people from the Baiyu Sect fell silent.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan glanced at this blockhead. Even someone like him, who didn’t understand social cues, could guess that Second Senior Brother didn’t want to participate, so he went into seclusion.
    

    

    
      Truly a case of touching on the most awkward subject.
    

    

    
      With Second Senior Brother’s strength, qualifying wasn’t hard. But getting on the Azure Cloud Ranking would still be far off. So he simply didn’t come.
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking that, he heard someone shout, “It’s open!”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan instinctively looked over and saw the gate to the World’s Number One Tower slowly opening.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the atmosphere at the scene became agitated.
    

    

    
      That gate was massive. Inside was a vast martial arena, completely empty of people.
    

    

    
      “Why is there no one?”
    

    

    
      He was a bit confused. He had thought that the World’s Number One Tower would station experts in the arena to block the way, but apparently, that wasn’t the case.
    

    

    
      “Could it be that there are traps inside?”
    

    

    
      At this moment, a middle-aged man who had been guarding the gate spoke, “Same old rule: those wanting to qualify for the competition, go through this gate. As long as you can enter the main hall, you pass. Begin.”
    

    

    
      This middle-aged man looked ordinary, yet his voice traveled far and wide, instantly suppressing the murmurs of the thousands present, clearly reaching everyone’s ears.
    

    

    
      Many people's expressions changed. With such internal strength, he was at least a Fourth Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      And this middle-aged man was just a gatekeeper, yet he possessed such cultivation.
    

    

    
      “It’s starting!” “Here they come!” “……”
    

    

    
      Soon, someone couldn’t hold back and rushed into the gate, stepping into the martial arena.
    

    

    
      Once the first person made the move, the others followed in a frenzy, rushing inside.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan kept guessing where the traps might be, or when the World’s Number One Tower would send someone to block the way. Yet, neither happened.
    

    

    
      What was strange was that those who rushed through the gate began to slow down, as if encountering some invisible resistance, like stepping into a mire—every step was exceedingly difficult.
    

    

    
      He was shocked. “This is… what’s going on?”
    

    

    
      Then, he heard a voice full of superiority, “You don’t know? This is the intent of a peak-level expert from the World’s Number One Tower. Making a fuss over nothing.”
    

    

    
      Intent?
    

    

    
      Of course, Li Jinchuan knew that after reaching the Second Grade, one could comprehend an intent—some had Sword Intent, some Saber Intent, Spear Intent, Fist Intent, and so on.
    

    

    
      Once one grasped Sword Intent, they could injure others without form, a terrifying concept.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that a martial artist’s intent could be used this way—to envelop an entire courtyard and maintain it for such a long time.
    

    

    
      The “intent” of a peak-level expert was truly unimaginable.
    

    

    
      After a while, those who had entered first reached about a third of the way and were about to collapse, their bodies trembling like sieves, sweating profusely.
    

    

    
      Eventually, these people fell, then were ejected by an invisible force, soaring over the heads of the crowd and landing outside the gate.
    

    

    
      Their wretched appearance drew waves of laughter.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After a bit more time, someone finally managed to cross the martial arena and enter the hall.
    

    

    
      “That’s the Third Young Master of the Wu Family from Dai Prefecture. They say his talent is extraordinary, and it’s true.”
    

    

    
      “That’s the Li Family from Yujie County…”
    

    

    
      “That’s the Lin Family from Tianhai County…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Each time someone passed the test and entered the hall, someone who recognized them would call out their identity. They were almost all the most outstanding heirs of various counties’ aristocratic families—well-known in their home counties but virtually unheard of in Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      After all, this was Jiangzhou City. Aside from the four major sects and the three great aristocratic families, people from other counties were considered country bumpkins.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, many noticed a black-clad figure in the martial arena, moving forward casually as if taking a stroll in a garden, surpassing others with an extremely relaxed demeanor and entering the hall.
    

    

    
      He instantly attracted widespread attention.
    

    

    
      “Who is that? He walked in so easily.”
    

    

    
      “Finally, a real expert has appeared.”
    

    

    
      “This one’s no ordinary guy.”
    

    

    
      “I know him. He’s the eldest son of the Huang Family in Huangshi County. I didn’t expect his strength to be so high. Seems like even among geniuses, there are differences.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan listened to the surrounding discussions, feeling that his horizons had truly been broadened. This trip was worth it.
    

    

    
      Only, why hadn’t Brother Chen arrived yet?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      The rooftop of the restaurant closest to the World’s Number One Tower had not a single person on it.
    

    

    
      Soon, someone discovered this prime spot and joyfully tried to leap onto it. While still mid-air, a surge of Qi shot out and knocked him flying.
    

    

    
      The person barely managed to land on his feet and quickly slipped back into the crowd, covering his face. He finally understood why there was no one up there.
    

    

    
      To strike him down with Qi from a distance, the attacker must be at least a Fourth Grade Expert—someone not to be provoked.
    

    

    
      On the second floor of the restaurant, in a private room, sat a gorgeously dressed, strikingly beautiful young lady at the window. She casually tasted sweet melon while lazily watching the assessment across the street, her gaze somewhat bored.
    

    

    
      Behind her stood two lovely maids around fourteen or fifteen years old.
    

    

    
      Beside them stood a swordsman holding a longsword.
    

    

    
      That black-clad young man’s appearance finally sparked a trace of interest in the girl’s eyes. “What’s his name?”
    

    

    
      A maid in yellow clothes responded fluently, “He is Huang Zhuochen, from the Huang Family of Huangshi County. Exceptionally gifted, he began training with a Third Grade expert from his family at the age of ten. Reportedly, his saber skills are quite remarkable. He is a strong contender for the Azure Cloud Ranking this time.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      The girl committed the name to memory and suddenly recalled something. “The man we saw outside Changqing Hall two days ago—has his background been investigated?”
    

    

    
      The swordsman with the longsword replied, “Reporting to Mistress, his name is Chen Ming, from Qingfeng City.”
    

    

    
      Then he fell silent.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, the yellow-clad maid had already started reporting the details. “Chen Ming, twenty-four years old, born of humble origins. Started martial training in his teens, but made no progress for several years. At the age of twenty, after being framed and thrown into prison, his strength skyrocketed. In just four years, he reached the Fifth Grade.”
    

    

    
      A flicker of surprise crossed the girl’s face. “You’re saying he went from unranked to Fifth Grade in just four years?”
    

    

    
      “It is certain that he had not entered the grades when he was imprisoned.”
    

    

    
      “Interesting.”
    

    

    
      A flash of intrigue lit up the girl's bright eyes. “No wonder he caught his attention. Have we found out why he went to Changqing Hall?”
    

    

    
      The swordsman answered, “No.”
    

    

    
      The maid said, “He likely came for the Azure Cloud Ranking. Rumors say he’s obsessed with martial arts and loves sparring. He definitely wouldn’t miss this kind of opportunity.”
    

    

    
      The girl smiled. “If he’s a martial arts fanatic, that makes things easier. Send Diao Da to win him over.”
    

    

    
      Just as she finished speaking, she saw the figure of the young man they had seen at “Changqing Hall” two days ago step through the gate. She said, “So he came after all. I wonder if he can make it through…”
    

    

    
      Before she could finish, she saw Chen Ming walking step by step inside. His pace was unhurried, but he appeared completely at ease.
    

    

    
      After a while, he entered the main hall.
    

    

    
      The swordsman gave his assessment. “This one’s strength is no less than Huang Zhuochen’s.”
    

    

    
      With his discerning eye, it was obvious to him that although Chen Ming had taken twice as long as Huang Zhuochen, he had done so just as effortlessly. This youth was clearly concealing his true strength.
    

    

    
      The girl suddenly asked, “How long has it been since he reached the Fifth Grade?”
    

    

    
      The yellow-clad maid answered, “He broke through a little over three months ago—about one hundred days.”
    

    

    
      One hundred days?
    

    

    
      The girl became even more intrigued by him and said, “I’ll go personally.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Who’s that man in green?”
    

    

    
      “No idea. Never heard of him.”
    

    

    
      “Could he be from out of town?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had entered the main hall and qualified for the competition, naturally drawing much attention. Many people asked around, but no one knew his identity, which only heightened the curiosity.
    

    

    
      At that moment, someone shouted at the top of his lungs, “I know him! He’s Chen Ming from Qingfeng City. No sect, no faction, self-taught—a peerless genius!”
    

    

    
      The speaker was Feng Siyuan. At a time like this, he was naturally eager to sing his friend’s praises.
    

    

    
      This sparked another wave of discussion.
    

    

    
      “Qingfeng City? No sect or faction? Really?”
    

    

    
      “A peerless genius? That sounds like total exaggeration.”
    

    

    
      “How many years has it been since anyone from Qingfeng City joined the Azure Cloud Ranking…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Most of those present were skeptical.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was so furious that he argued back, “Exaggerating? His strength is plain to see. He entered the main hall with ease…”
    

    

    
      “He wasn’t even ranked four years ago, and now he’s Fifth Grade. If that doesn’t make him a peerless genius, then what does?”
    

    

    
      This immediately drew more ridicule.
    

    

    
      Four years ago unranked, now Fifth Grade? That was getting more and more unbelievable.
    

    

    
      People in Jiangzhou City all had deep martial knowledge. Such blatant boasting just seemed laughable in their eyes.
    

    

    
      Was that even possible?
    

    

    
      Even Ji Baichuan, the undisputed top of the Azure Cloud Ranking five years ago—touted as the once-in-a-century genius of Jiangzhou—had only entered the grades at age ten and reached Fifth Grade at eighteen.
    

    

    
      So, was this Chen Ming even more talented than Ji Baichuan?
    

    

    
      Was that possible?
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      Chen Ming entered the main hall and found it unexpectedly spacious, roughly several thousand square meters, and perfectly square.
    

    

    
      Inside the hall stood nine massive columns that would take several people to encircle. At the center was a staircase leading to the upper level.
    

    

    
      The people who entered earlier had scattered around, standing before the columns and examining something. When he came in, they merely cast him a glance and paid no further attention.
    

    

    
      “Congratulations, young master.”
    

    

    
      An old man with a white beard dressed in gray stood by the main entrance and handed him a wooden token. “Five days from now, bring this token to participate in the martial assessment.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming accepted it respectfully. “Thank you, senior.”
    

    

    
      Just a token? They didn’t even ask for a name. Aren’t they worried I might give the token to someone else?
    

    

    
      He shook his head inwardly. The organization of this event was really too sloppy.
    

    

    
      The gray-clad elder added, “Young master, please do not leave yet. Remain until the assessment ends. You may tour the hall freely.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was about to move away, he suddenly remembered something and asked, “Can I go to the second floor?”
    

    

    
      A hint of amusement flashed in the elder’s eyes. “You can, if you’re able to ascend.”
    

    

    
      Understood.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a slight bow and walked toward the column with the fewest people. Everyone was gathered around the columns—there must be something on them.
    

    

    
      “So there are martial techniques carved on these.”
    

    

    
      He glanced at one. A sword technique was inscribed upon it, appearing quite profound—at least a second-tier sword technique.
    

    

    
      This World’s Number One Tower was rather generous, carving such techniques on the columns for everyone to observe. This could be considered a reward for passing a round.
    

    

    
      After all, for the vast majority of lower-level martial artists, a technique like this was enough for them to fight tooth and nail.
    

    

    
      Those who managed to get in were all aristocratic youths, and even they were standing before the columns memorizing the martial techniques, which spoke volumes of their value.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked a full circle and observed each of the nine columns. The techniques carved on each one were different—saber techniques, staff techniques, spear techniques...
    

    

    
      Among them, the column with a movement technique had the most people gathered.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave it a glance and immediately lost interest.
    

    

    
      His 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 had already reached mastery, and he had a movement technique as well. For now, there was no need to learn another martial art.
    

    

    
      To him, the improvement of sword techniques came from point-adding. All that talk about drawing parallels and integrating the strengths of many schools was just for show.
    

    

    
      He wouldn’t waste time on that.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Aside from the columns, there was writing on the walls.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming went over to take a look. It was the ranking lists released by World’s Number One Tower. There were rankings from the current session, the previous session, and the one before that...
    

    

    
      After a while, he lost interest and finally looked toward the staircase leading to the second floor in the center.
    

    

    
      At this moment, another person also seemed to take an interest in the staircase and walked up to it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming vaguely recalled hearing people outside mention this person—his surname seemed to be Tang.
    

    

    
      This Tang fellow was quite bold and simply stepped onto the staircase.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Before his foot even touched the stair, he was bounced off and sent flying, landing flat on his back.
    

    

    
      The commotion drew many glances. Those eyes clearly scolded, “Idiot.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his miserable state, Chen Ming thought to himself that it was fortunate he hadn’t acted impulsively.
    

    

    
      Forget it, better to look at the previous rankings.
    

    

    
      Like the Divine Weapon Ranking, Secret Treasure Ranking, Heavenly Materials and Earthly Treasures Ranking, and so on—not only was there text, but also illustrations. The book he bought didn’t have pictures.
    

    

    
      Looking at these could help pass the time.
    

    

    
      After making a round, Chen Ming noticed more and more people inside the main hall. By rough estimate, there were already more than twenty people. He was a bit surprised—this was just Jiangzhou, yet there were so many young Fifth Grades.
    

    

    
      Including the seeded contestants within Jiangzhou City, there would be thirty to forty in total.
    

    

    
      Across the entire Great Jin Dynasty, how many would that be?
    

    

    
      There were still far too many geniuses in this world.
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, more than an hour had already passed.
    

    

    
        Once the number of people in the main hall reached thirty, there was no new arrival for a long time.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt that those qualified to contend for the Azure Cloud Ranking were already present—along with the seeded contestants. Everyone who should come had almost arrived.
    

    

    
      There were likely over forty people, which was quite impressive.
    

    

    
      Thinking this, Chen Ming walked toward the Absolute Beauty Ranking area. Listed were the beauties of past generations, but unfortunately, there were no photos, making it hard to see just how stunning those ranked beauties truly were.
    

    

    
      In a world where martial arts existed, the quality of beauties must surely surpass that of Earth.
    

    

    
      He walked along, reading the names above, when he suddenly caught sight of a familiar name on one of the rankings.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought he was seeing things. He took another look—and it really was Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      “A coincidence of identical name and surname?”
    

    

    
      He thought inwardly, then looked at the description that followed: “The twenty-sixth generation disciple of Heaven's Path Alliance, twenty years old. Autumn water as her eyes, jade as her bones, like a goddess descending to the mortal world.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was bewildered. The ranking book he had bought didn’t contain Su Zhi Ning’s name.
    

    

    
      Could it be he bought a fake list?
    

    

    
      He continued reading. None of the names matched the ones in his book.
    

    

    
      After a while, he finally figured it out.
    

    

    
      Turns out, the book he bought was outdated—it was the list from the previous session.
    

    

    
      Good grief.
    

    

    
      “No wonder she always wears a veil, and her master constantly instills the idea of guarding against men. So this is the reason.”
    

    

    
      Although Chen Ming hadn’t seen her face, he had figured she must be very pretty.
    

    

    
      But to think she was so beautiful that she actually made it onto the Absolute Beauty Ranking—and ranked fifth.
    

    

    
      That meant her looks were among the top five in the entire Great Jin Dynasty.
    

    

    
      Just how beautiful was she?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s curiosity was piqued. He resolved to find a chance to see her face someday.
    

    

    
      “You also admire beauties, brother?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a pleasant voice sounded behind him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned around and saw a handsome young man. He looked overly young, about sixteen or seventeen.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was slightly surprised—already a Fifth Grade at such a young age? How monstrous.
    

    

    
      Looking more carefully—ah, it turned out to be a girl. Her slender frame and youthful appearance had misled him into thinking she was a boy.
    

    

    
      Since she was a girl, it was hard to determine her actual age. She could be a teenager—or in her twenties.
    

    

    
      In this era, daughters of well-off families usually revealed their age through attire and makeup.
    

    

    
      But in male clothing, that became difficult to judge.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a slight nod as a response.
    

    

    
      The girl must have just entered. She was quite forward and added, “Brother, did you know there’s a peerless beauty on the Absolute Beauty Ranking right here in Jiangzhou City?”
    

    

    
      Of course I know. She’s with me all the time.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, but quickly realized the girl wasn’t referring to Su Zhi Ning. He casually replied, “Oh?”
    

    

    
      “You don’t believe me, brother?”
    

    

    
      Seeing his indifferent reaction, the girl pointed to the ranking. “It’s the one ranked third—Yu Haitang. She’s currently in Jiangzhou City.”
    

    

    
      Before Chen Ming could respond, a loud bang echoed. He turned to see another fool attempting to ascend the second floor, only to be bounced back and lying on the ground, unable to get up.
    

    

    
      “Overestimating oneself,” the girl sneered.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was still curious about the second floor and asked, “Has anyone ever ascended it?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. Five years ago, Ji Baichuan once made it up there. Rumor has it he gained tremendous benefits.”
    

    

    
      “What’s on the second floor?”
    

    

    
      “Some say there are higher-level martial arts. Others claim it holds heavenly materials, divine weapons, and rare treasures. What exactly is there, only those who’ve been up can say.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you, young lady, for enlightening me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming offered a polite word of thanks.
    

    

    
        The girl smiled and said, “Brother Chen, there’s no need to be so courteous. In fact, I’m quite happy to see you here.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at her somewhat strangely. “We’ve met before?”
    

    

    
      “I’ve seen you. I didn’t show myself at the time, I was in the carriage,” the girl replied, offering a deep bow. “A few days ago, my elder brother was quite disrespectful to you. I apologize on his behalf.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming guessed her identity and found it even more curious. “Jiang Shihua is your brother?”
    

    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    

    
      This pair of siblings was certainly interesting—one arrogant and rude, eyes above the sky; the other warm and courteous, well-mannered and considerate.
    

    

    
      He asked, “Are you also vying for the Azure Cloud Ranking?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue said, “My brother’s participating—why shouldn’t I be allowed to?”
    

    

    
      “Does your brother know?”
    

    

    
      “He’ll find out when the time comes.”
    

    

    
      So she really had come without informing her family. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have needed to dress as a man.
    

    

    
      The Great Jin Dynasty was quite liberal, and there weren’t many restrictions on women practicing martial arts. Within the main hall, there were already seven or eight women—roughly one-fifth of the total.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “If both you and your brother can make it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking, it would truly be a tale to remember.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue frowned slightly and said, “No need to flatter me. With my current strength, it’s impossible to make it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking. Maybe in five years.”
    

    

    
      From the sound of it, she wasn’t even twenty yet.
    

    

    
      No wonder the Jiang Family was one of the three great aristocratic families of Jiangzhou—and the oldest among them. They truly produced outstanding talents.
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua was a seeded contestant, and his younger sister had already reached Fifth Grade before turning twenty—an even more astonishing talent.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Jiang Yingxue added, “Brother Chen, truth is, I’ve known about you for quite some time. Sister Yan mentioned you in her letters. I heard that you reached Fifth Grade in just four years, starting from an ordinary person—that’s truly amazing.”
    

    

    
      Her sparkling eyes seemed to glow with light.
    

    

    
      From her, Chen Ming sensed a familiar vibe—an unmistakable air of fake sweetness.
    

    

    
      That tone of admiration, the shy and affectionate gaze—it was all too familiar.
    

    

    
      He replied blandly, “You flatter me.”
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      Chen Ming naturally would not refuse to chat with a green tea girl who came from a renowned family, spoke pleasantly, and gazed at him with starry eyes.
    

    

    
      To be honest, the women he had encountered since transmigrating were all proper and serious, making conversations rather dull. Only Xiao Zhuyun was somewhat interesting, but she still maintained a reserved demeanor.
    

    

    
      This was also due to the ethos of this era. Once a woman was labeled as frivolous, it would be difficult for her to find a good marriage for the rest of her life.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were some who came from powerful clans, and relying on their parents’ favor, paid no heed to such things, acting unrestrained and even keeping male companions in secret. However, he had yet to encounter one.
    

    

    
      Although the young lady of the Jiang Family did come off a bit flirtatious, she had an excellent grasp of boundaries, never appearing frivolous. Her emotional appeal was strong, and her tea art could be said to be outstanding.
    

    

    
      “Yu Haitang is the direct daughter of the Yu Family. She caused the death of her parents the moment she was born. Later, the Yu Family invited a half-immortal to read her fate and received the prophecy of the Seven-Star Begonia.
    

    

    
      “According to ancient records, this Seven-Star Begonia is a poisonous plant. It can bloom with the most beautiful flowers in the world but is extremely toxic. Nothing can grow within a hundred li of where it thrives; all living things perish from its poison.
    

    

    
      “Originally, the Yu Family intended to kill her. Her aunt, however, could not bear it and fled from the Yu Family with the infant in her arms, hiding in Jiangzhou City.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Chen Ming could not help but ask, “Since it was a hidden retreat, how did you come to know about it?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue replied, “Her aunt later married the sect master of Cangyue Sect. At the time, many in Cangyue Sect opposed the idea of him marrying a woman of unknown origin who even brought along a child. On the wedding day, some people suddenly stirred up trouble, accusing her of being a witch of the Cult of Eternal Life.
    

    

    
      “Left with no choice, she had to reveal her identity publicly. The incident caused quite a stir, and my father was present at the wedding banquet.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming listened with great interest. So there was such a story behind it.
    

    

    
      Cangyue Sect was one of the four major sects of Jiangzhou. Its sect master, Ling Qiyang, was a top figure in Jiangzhou.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      Suddenly, a somewhat heavy sound came from the direction of the main gate.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Jiang Yingxue instinctively turned to look and saw a black-clad man just entering the main hall. The man had an unruly and defiant look between his brows, and his unrestrained gaze swept across the hall.
    

    

    
      He was clearly the type of person not to be trifled with.
    

    

    
      The man deliberately made a scene, drawing many dissatisfied glances. He glared back at them directly, only withdrawing his gaze when those people averted theirs, seemingly satisfied.
    

    

    
      “Congratulations, young master. Present this token in five days to participate in the martial assessment.”
    

    

    
      The gray-robed elder handed over a token.
    

    

    
      That arrogant man took it casually without acknowledging the old man. His gaze continued to scan the hall, and suddenly his eyes lit up, fixed in a certain direction.
    

    

    
      As if he had seen a delicious prey.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen!”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue, intimidated by the brazen gaze of the black-clad man, lowered her head and hid behind Chen Ming, tugging at the corner of his robe like she was seeking his protection.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming did not believe she was truly scared—just pretending to be weak.
    

    

    
      He noticed the black-clad man’s gaze had landed on him, laced with malice, almost tangible, making him feel as if needles were pricking his back.
    

    

    
      A few seconds later, the black-clad man withdrew his gaze. Though arrogant, he was not stupid. Making a move in a place like this was no different from courting death.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt the pressure lift and was slightly puzzled. That man was, at most, a Fourth Grade expert, yet his mere gaze could exert such pressure on him.
    

    

    
      Not simple.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, thank you.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Jiang Yingxue patted her chest with a lingering sense of fear in her expression, looking at him with gratitude in her eyes. “That man’s gaze just now was terrifying.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could not see the slightest trace of performance on her face—it looked completely genuine.
    

    

    
      Indeed, green tea girls were all born actresses.
    

    

    
      At times like this, the man should say something like “Don’t be afraid, I’m here.” However, he had no intention of playing such games with her and thus said nothing of the sort.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the black-clad man made another move. He walked toward the staircase and stepped up.
    

    

    
      As his foot touched the first step, his body clearly swayed, pausing for several seconds before continuing upward.
    

    

    
      With each step, his body would sway slightly, pause, then proceed.
    

    

    
      When the black-clad man reached the fifth step, he drew the attention of many. No one spoke—they just silently watched him ascend, each with different expressions in their eyes.
    

    

    
      Two-thirds of the way up, the black-clad man was clearly struggling. His body swayed more violently, and his pauses grew longer.
    

    

    
      Finally, only five steps remained before reaching the second floor.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man took one more step but could no longer steady himself. He was thrown off the stairs.
    

    

    
      He landed on the ground, stubbornly stabilizing his stance, then let out a “Wah!” and spat a mouthful of blood.
    

    

    
      After that, he silently walked to a corner, sat cross-legged, and began circulating his qi to recover.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The main hall remained silent.
    

    

    
      Everyone looked at the black-clad man who was healing with a wary gaze. Although he hadn’t reached the second floor, the strength he displayed was far too overwhelming.
    

    

    
      Most of the people present couldn’t even step onto the first stair.
    

    

    
      Even Jiang Yingxue was stunned, a hint of worry showing in her eyes.
    

    

    
      This man’s strength likely surpassed Seventh Bro. The battle for the Azure Cloud Ranking now had one more powerful contender.
    

    

    
      There were only ten spots total. The Five Talents of Jiangzhou already occupied half. Now one less remained. Of the remaining four spots, did Seventh Bro still have full confidence?
    

    

    
      With thoughts in her mind, Jiang Yingxue no longer lingered around Chen Ming to chat.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At last, by dusk, the gray-robed elder finally announced they could leave.
    

    

    
      At this moment, there were forty-three people in the main hall.
    

    

    
      The crowd left somewhat reluctantly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Jiang Yingxue were among the last to exit. By now, most of the onlookers outside the gate had dispersed. Those who remained were all relatives and friends of the participants.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, this way.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming soon spotted Feng Siyuan and waved at him. He turned to Jiang Yingxue and asked, “Young Master Jiang, where’s your carriage?”
    

    

    
      She bit her lip lightly and didn’t dare look at him. In a soft voice, she said, “I sneaked out. No one came to pick me up.”
    

    

    
      Here we go again.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt her tea artistry had seeped into her very bones.
    

    

    
      He said, “I’ll ask my friend to arrange a carriage to send you back.”   
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue looked sincerely grateful. “Brother Chen, thank you.”
    

    

    
      Just then, Feng Siyuan approached. When he saw Jiang Yingxue beside Chen Ming, a look of amazement appeared in his eyes. “Brother Chen, who is this?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was about to introduce her, when he felt a tug at his sleeve. A thought stirred in his mind—she didn’t want Feng Siyuan to know her identity—so he changed his words. “This is Young Master Jiang, a friend I just met inside.”
    

    

    
      “Greetings, I am Feng Siyuan. Pleased to meet you.”
    

    

    
      “Hello.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue’s response was rather cold, exuding a chill that kept people at a distance.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed her entire demeanor had changed—aloof, proud, pure as jade. For a moment, he almost mistook her for the cool and composed Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      He said, “Well, Young Master Jiang doesn’t have a carriage. Could you have your coachman give her a ride back?”
    

    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan scurried off eagerly—he never had much resistance to beauty.
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was about to speak when a chill suddenly swept over his back. Turning around, he saw that black-clad man standing right behind him. His face was a bit pale, making his eyes appear even more sinister.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen!”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue again hid behind him, her voice tinged with fear. Whether that fear was genuine or feigned, he couldn’t be sure.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Feng Siyuan returned with the carriage and instantly noticed the black-clad man staring maliciously at “Young Master Jiang.” His expression changed at once as he said urgently, “Young Master Jiang, we’ll escort you back. Get in.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Jiang Yingxue did not move but looked to Chen Ming, awaiting his instruction.
    

    

    
      He said, “Get in.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue obediently nodded and boarded the carriage as told.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Feng Siyuan also got in.
    

    

    
      After they had traveled some distance, Feng Siyuan poked his head out the window and looked back, then exhaled in relief. “That guy didn’t follow us.”
    

    

    
      He then asked Jiang Yingxue, “How did you get tangled with him? That man clearly isn’t a decent sort.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue had yet to speak when the carriage suddenly came to a halt.
    

    

    
      The coachman said, “Young Master, someone is blocking the road.”
    

    

    
      All three inside the carriage couldn’t help but wonder—could it be that black-clad man?
    

    

    
      At that moment, a voice came from outside. “Second Young Master Chen, my master invites you for a talk.”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t the black-clad man.
    

    

    
      However, the voice did sound familiar, as if heard somewhere before.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pushed open the carriage door and saw a man standing outside, holding a long sword in his arms.
    

    

    
      So it was him.
    

    

    
      The swordsman he had met a few days ago at Changqing Hall—Chen Ming had a strong impression of him.
    

    

    
      His master should be that woman wearing the veiled hat. What could she want with him?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue also saw the swordsman outside and was shocked. Why was it him?
    

    

    
      That woman actually set her sights on Chen Ming too?
    

    

    
      She not only recognized the swordsman but also knew who his master was, which was why she was so astonished.
    

    

    
      She had approached Chen Ming purely out of curiosity. She was curious what kind of man could catch the eye of her cousin, Zhao Xiyan.
    

    

    
      After all, Zhao Xiyan had rejected marriage to her Seventh Bro, Jiang Shihua, because of this man.
    

    

    
      But after spending some time with him, there didn’t seem to be anything particularly special.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t understand what Zhao Xiyan saw in him.
    

    

    
      And now, even that woman was seeking him!
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue couldn’t help but glance at Chen Ming, her heart in turmoil.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming did not refuse. He then said to Feng Siyuan and Jiang Yingxue, “I’ll be back soon.”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan gave a word of caution. “Be careful.”
    

    

    
      He instinctively felt that the master behind this swordsman wasn’t someone to be trifled with.
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue didn’t say anything, simply watched as he followed the swordsman into the tavern across the street.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan muttered, “This person… looks familiar.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue responded calmly, “His name is Ji Qianxing.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was stunned. “He’s Ji Baichuan’s younger brother?”
    

    

    
      No wonder the man looked familiar. He had seen Ji Baichuan a few times before—these two brothers did look quite alike.
    

    

    
      “Then who’s the master he mentioned?”
    

    

    
      He felt confused. A legitimate son of the Ji Family acknowledging a master? If he hadn’t heard it with his own ears, he wouldn’t have believed it.
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue didn’t answer. She kept her eyes on the tavern, her thoughts unknown.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed the swordsman into the tavern and discovered there wasn’t a single person inside. It had likely been reserved.
    

    

    
      They went up to the second floor and stopped at the door of a private room. The swordsman reported, “Master, the person has been brought.”
    

    

    
      “Enter.”
    

    

    
      A young woman’s voice came from within. It was a pleasant voice—just hearing it stirred Chen Ming’s imagination, making him wonder what the owner of such a voice looked like.
    

    

    
      “Go in.”
    

    

    
      The swordsman pushed open the door and said to him.
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      When Chen Ming stepped into the room, a surge of anticipation rose within his heart. As he glanced inside, his eyes lit up, drawn instantly to a woman seated within the private room.
    

    

    
      She was the most stunning and exceptionally graceful woman he had seen since arriving in this world—an absolute beauty that could take one’s breath away at first glance.
    

    

    
      If Xiao Zhuyun could be rated 8.5, then she was a solid 9.5. Already at the peak.
    

    

    
      A woman like her—how many men would be hopelessly enchanted by her?
    

    

    
      “Only in a world like this could a beauty like her exist.”
    

    

    
      Such was the thought in Chen Ming’s mind, a sense of wish-fulfillment welling up within him.
    

    

    
      Ever since his arrival here, he had wondered whether the Great Jin Dynasty truly had those kind of otherworldly beauties that only existed in wuxia novels.
    

    

    
      This woman before him fulfilled every fantasy he had about such women from martial tales.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cupped his fists in greeting, “Chen Ming of Qingfeng County, greets the young lady. May I ask what instructions you have for me?”
    

    

    
      The absolute beauty then spoke, “I admire you very much. Are you willing to serve under me?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      That straightforward?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was almost thrown off by her words. After a few seconds, he politely declined, “Apologies, I’m a free spirit by nature, not one to be restrained. Young lady would be better off seeking someone else.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t be so quick to refuse. Why don’t you hear my terms first?”
    

    

    
      “No need. I have other matters to attend to. I’ll be leaving now.”
    

    

    
      With that, Chen Ming turned to leave.
    

    

    
      But the moment he turned, he saw that swordsman standing at the doorway, blocking his path.
    

    

    
      From behind, that pleasant voice rang out, “Young Master Chen, it won’t be too late to leave after hearing me out.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed and said, “The young lady wishes to say that if I follow you, I could learn peerless divine arts, break through to First Grade in the future, step into the Divine Repository Realm, and you would even gift me divine weapons and beauties beyond compare. Am I right?”
    

    

    
      The woman paused slightly. What she intended to say had already been laid out by Chen Ming. All she could do was ask, “Are you not interested in all of this?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming declared confidently, “No. A true man born into this world ought to master peerless divine arts, wield a three-foot sword and traverse the realm freely, meet every hero under heaven. Drink the strongest wine, marry the most beautiful woman…”
    

    

    
      At this point, he paused, looked at the peerless beauty, and said, “I believe that with your abilities, you could certainly help me achieve these dreams. However, I am someone with a stubborn nature. I don’t like shortcuts. I must disappoint you, young lady.”
    

    

    
      Once he finished speaking, Chen Ming strode out of the room.
    

    

    
      The swordsman at the door hesitated slightly, but in the end did not stop him, letting him go.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Miss, he’s gone.”
    

    

    
      The maid in green reminded her young mistress, who was still dazed.
    

    

    
      The peerless beauty murmured, “Zhu’er, do you think there was sincerity in his words?”
    

    

    
      The maid Xiaozhu replied, “This Chen Ming has had smooth sailing in Qingfeng City and has never lost once. It might have made him a little overconfident. After a few days, during the Azure Cloud Ranking contest, he’ll naturally understand that there are always people stronger than oneself.”
    

    

    
      The peerless beauty saw her maid in yellow still deep in thought and asked, “Lan’er, what about you?”
    

    

    
      The maid Lan’er hesitated and said, “This servant believes that he might have already known your identity and prepared his response in advance. He is either someone with deep scheming or someone with lofty pride. To subdue such a man... might not be easy.”
    

    

    
      She nodded, acknowledging the assessment, and said, “Ambition is not a bad thing. Let’s see how he performs during the Azure Cloud Ranking contest.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Before nightfall, Chen Ming and his companion escorted Jiang Yingxue back to her doorstep.
    

    

    
      This was the Jiang Family’s residence in Jiangzhou City, grand and imposing.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Brother Chen.”
    

    

    
      As Jiang Yingxue stepped out of the carriage, her eyes seemed glued to Chen Ming, reluctant to part. She looked back every few steps as she entered, not letting the servants shut the gate until the carriage had gone far off.
    

    

    
      “That woman must have been trying to win him over.”
    

    

    
      On her way back to her room, she was still pondering this matter.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, after leaving that restaurant, Chen Ming never once mentioned who it was that had called for him.
    

    

    
      With the means that woman had, it likely wouldn’t be long before Chen Ming was drawn into her ranks.
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue had heard some stories about that woman. The most famous of them was that Ji Qianxing had willingly served as her bodyguard and pledged loyalty to her.
    

    

    
      One must understand that the Ji Family was the most ancient Aristocratic Family in Jiangzhou, once one of the top gate-clans in the Great Jin Dynasty. Until three hundred years ago, when it suddenly declined. Only then did the Qin Family, Ji Family, and Jiang Family rise to prominence.
    

    

    
      Before that, the Ji Family had stood alone in dominance.
    

    

    
      Even though the Ji Family had fallen, no one dared to look down on them. In nearly every generation, a genius would emerge. In this generation, Ji Baichuan stood out above all, suppressing his peers entirely.
    

    

    
      The three great Aristocratic Families often conspired tacitly to suppress the Ji Family.
    

    

    
      Yet despite the Ji Family’s stream of talented individuals, they had never regained their former glory. The fundamental reason was that their core cultivation method had been lost. For three hundred years, no one had broken through to the Divine Repository Realm. Every generation had stalled at First Grade.
    

    

    
      Without a Divine Repository Realm expert, they could not shake the position of the three great Aristocratic Families, no matter how many geniuses they produced.
    

    

    
      The Ji Family’s history was so glorious that its members were filled with pride.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing, as the younger brother of Ji Baichuan, also possessed exceptional talent, yet had voluntarily lowered himself to become that woman's bodyguard. He had nearly been expelled from the family.
    

    

    
      That matter had become a blemish on the Ji Family.
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue’s eyes flickered at this thought, and she suddenly had an idea. She returned to her room, changed into women's attire, summoned a carriage, and headed out.
    

    

    
      The carriage headed straight for the Inspector’s Residence. She was going to find Sister Yan.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the following days, Chen Ming focused on his preparations for battle. Neither Zhou Weihao nor Gu Yuantao came to disturb him.
    

    

    
      During this time, he went twice to Changqing Hall to consult with Doctor Sun about the difficulties in the Medical Book. When leaving, Doctor Sun would always give him a few medical books to study back home.
    

    

    
      Regardless of the world, the study of medicine always required memorizing numerous texts—not something for the average person.
    

    

    
      After several encounters, Chen Ming didn’t notice anything strange about Doctor Sun. Nor did he see any trace of martial training on him.
    

    

    
      But the more ordinary he appeared, the more suspicious Chen Ming felt.
    

    

    
      Someone like Yu Haitang wouldn’t seek out Doctor Sun without a reason.
    

    

    
      In a flash, five days passed.
    

    

    
      The day of the official competition arrived.
    

    

    
      This time, Chen Ming and Feng Siyuan didn’t take a carriage—they walked. It would surely be even more crowded today.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, as they neared the World’s Number One Tower, the surroundings were packed tight with people. The crowd was impenetrable. The Six Doors Authority had stationed personnel at several intersections, allowing only those with tokens or invitation letters to pass.
    

    

    
      An event of this scale naturally required witnesses. The World’s Number One Tower had sent out many invitations, inviting local Aristocratic Families and sects to attend.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan, representing the Feng Family, had an invitation and passed through smoothly.
    

    

    
      Soon, the two entered the World’s Number One Tower. In the training arena, numerous platforms had already been set up, and people crowded all around them.
    

    

    
      By rough estimate, there were at least several hundred people present.
    

    

    
      The spectators far outnumbered the contestants.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly spotted Zhou Weihao and Gu Yuantao. They seemed to be with their elders and merely waved in greeting.
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, dressed in men’s clothing, was Jiang Yingxue, standing beside her brother Jiang Shihua.
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua also spotted him and cast a hostile glare his way.
    

    

    
      And there was that defiant black-clad man who had nearly barged onto the second floor—his gaze carried a certain malice as well.
    

    

    
      Dong!
    

    

    
      A single bell chime quieted the scene.
    

    

    
      Then, a group emerged from the main hall. At the front was a short, plump middle-aged man, his face full of smiles, utterly unremarkable.
    

    

    
      This must have been the overseer of the World’s Number One Tower in Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      “Thank you all for honoring us with your presence at the World’s Number One Tower. I, Chu, offer my gratitude.” He cupped his hands in a circular salute to everyone.
    

    

    
      Someone responded, “Tower Lord Chu is too polite.”
    

    
      “It is our honor to have received an invitation.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Tower Lord Chu continued, “Among martial artists, heroes are judged by victory. Apart from the five Fourth Grade young talents, the remaining fifty will pair off for duels. Each person’s token has a corresponding number. When your number is called, present your token and take the stage. Let us begin.”
    

    

    
      With that, the duels officially began.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The competition format at the World’s Number One Tower was quite unique—not an elimination tournament, but a point-based system. This meant everyone had to fight forty-nine matches, one against each other participant.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had long known of this format, which was why he made the effort to come.
    

    

    
      If it had been elimination-style, he might not have bothered.
    

    

    
      Forty-nine matches—if he won them all, he’d earn at least three to four hundred thousand experience points. Definitely worth the trip.
    

    

    
      The training arena had five platforms set up, allowing five battles to take place simultaneously.
    

    

    
      The first to step onto the stage were contestants numbered one to ten.
    

    

    
      Among them, seven were seeded contestants—Jiang Shihua was one of them.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also spotted the swordsman who had been with Yu Haitang that day. From Feng Siyuan, he had learned this person was Ji Qianxing, another seeded contestant.
    

    

    
      For Yu Haitang to command the loyalty of a genius like Ji Qianxing was indeed no simple matter.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming did not see her present—she likely hadn’t come.
    

    

    
      The battles began.
    

    

    
      Three matches ended quickly—three unlucky participants had faced off against seeded contestants and didn’t last ten moves. They were utterly crushed.
    

    

    
      Clearly, the seven seeded contestants had earned their reputations.
    

    

    
      The other two matches were between seeded contestants and were fiercely contested, sparks flying.
    

    

    
      All attention focused on this clash.
    

    

    
      There were seven seeded contestants, but only five spots on the Azure Cloud Ranking. That meant at least two would fail to make the cut.
    

    

    
      Thus, this first battle could very well determine who would rank and who wouldn’t.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming watched, he suddenly sensed someone staring at him. He turned and met Zhao Xiyan’s resentful gaze.
    

    

    
      He gave a small nod as a greeting, then quickly looked away, returning his focus to the now white-hot battle on the platform.
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      “Martial Aunt, that man in black—is he the one you have feelings for?”
    

    

    
      In the crowd, a pretty young girl suddenly leaned over to Zhao Xiyan’s side and whispered a question.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan remained silent.
    

    

    
      Everyone else was focused on watching the duels and didn’t notice them.
    

    

    
      Beside the girl, a young boy had also been watching the duel. Upon hearing her words, he immediately perked up his ears.
    

    

    
      These two youths were the grandson and granddaughter of the Inspector of Jiangzhou. The boy was named Pan Wenxuan, and the girl was named Pan Shuyi. Though younger than Zhao Xiyan by a few years, their generation was lower, so they had to address her as Martial Aunt.
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi added, “I heard he’s exceptionally talented. Can he compare to Uncle?”
    

    

    
      Still, Zhao Xiyan said nothing.
    

    

    
      Pan Wenxuan, sensing that she was unwilling to talk about it, gently tugged at his sister’s sleeve to stop her.
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi, seeing that she had finally managed to suppress the pride of this “Martial Aunt,” wore a victorious smile at the corners of her lips.
    

    

    
      Originally, she had been the most pampered in the family—the youngest in generation and age, the little princess of everyone’s hearts. But ever since this Martial Aunt arrived, everything changed.
    

    

    
      Everyone in the family instantly took a liking to this Martial Aunt, overshadowing her completely. She felt neglected.
    

    

    
      No matter how hard she tried in the past few months, Pan Shuyi could never outshine Zhao Xiyan and always fell short. It left her frustrated and angry.
    

    

    
      Now, she had finally found her weakness.
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi could now hold her head high.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a loud boom caught her attention. On the stage, someone had been struck by a saber and flung through the air.
    

    

    
      “Ah—”
    

    

    
      She let out a sharp scream, only to realize shortly after that the one sent flying wasn’t dead, not even injured.
    

    

    
      Only then did she remember—this was a match within the World’s Number One Tower. How could anyone possibly die?
    

    

    
      Soon, another match had its result.
    

    

    
      Next, the staff from the World’s Number One Tower announced the beginning of the second round of battles.
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi saw that the man in black had gone up to the stage and beamed, scooting over again, “Martial Aunt, look—your lover is up!”
    

    

    
      “Oh no, his opponent is the fifth son of the Qi Family. This guy broke through to Fifth Grade over a year ago, with deep cultivation and mastery of the family’s spear technique. He’s pretty formidable.”
    

    

    
      “Your lover broke through to Fifth Grade only three months ago. He’ll probably lose his first match.”
    

    

    
      Beside them, Pan Wenxuan found her remarks increasingly biting and couldn’t bear to listen anymore. He coughed a few times forcefully to remind her to stop.
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi completely ignored him. She had been put in her place by Zhao Xiyan too many times. Now that she had finally found her sore spot, she wasn’t going to let go.
    

    

    
      She had to ensure Zhao Xiyan would never be able to hold her head high before her again.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan said nothing. Her beautiful eyes stared fixedly at Chen Ming on the stage, a trace of worry flashing through them.
    

    

    
      Naturally, she knew that those who could take part in the Azure Cloud Ranking contest were no pushovers. Their strength was beyond what Chen Ming’s previous opponents could compare to.
    

    

    
      In fact, the mere fact that Chen Ming had qualified for the tournament had already surprised her.
    

    

    
      “Martial Aunt, I heard your esteemed father, Lord Zhao, cares a lot about face. If he loses too badly, I’m afraid—”
    

    

    
      At her side, Pan Shuyi was still prattling on. Finally, her brother Pan Wenxuan could no longer tolerate it. He tugged her hard and scolded, “That’s enough. Stop talking.”
    

    

    
      Only then did she shut her mouth reluctantly.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming and Qi Wu had finally clashed, exchanging several moves in an instant.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan was surprised to find that his swordsmanship had improved greatly. He and Qi Wu were fighting evenly, neither gaining the upper hand.
    

    

    
      In just three short months, his strength had undergone a tremendous transformation.
    

    

    
      She had lost count of how many times she had been stunned by Chen Ming’s progress. Each time, she had already estimated his improvement generously—yet every time, she had still underestimated him.
    

    

    
      She still remembered their first meeting. Back then, his cultivation was only at Seventh Grade, one realm below her.
    

    

    
      Now, in less than two years, he had reached Fifth Grade, while she remained at Sixth Grade—one realm below him.
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, Zhao Xiyan felt her chest swell with heated blood, once again stirred by excitement, thrilled by his beyond-reason advancement speed.
    

    

    
      Some things, when merely heard of, could never compare to witnessing them firsthand.
    

    

    
      In Jiangzhou City, most who heard about Chen Ming’s deeds scoffed, dismissing it as exaggeration from merchants of Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Only those like Zhao Xiyan who had personally witnessed Chen Ming’s growth trajectory could understand just how astonishing his progress was.
    

    

    
      What left her incredulous was that after reaching Fifth Grade, his pace of improvement hadn’t slowed down—instead, it had accelerated.
    

    

    
      As Zhao Xiyan’s emotions churned, the other four matches on the platform had already concluded. Chen Ming and Qi Wu were still locked in a fierce battle.
    

    

    
      Only after surpassing fifty moves did Chen Ming narrowly clinch a win.
    

    

    
      “Another narrow victory…”
    

    

    
      A strange emotion surged in her heart.
    

    

    
      In the past, when her cultivation was higher than Chen Ming’s, she could clearly see that he often held back in sparring matches—deliberately giving his opponents face, before claiming a “narrow victory” after dozens or even hundreds of moves.
    

    

    
      Was he holding back now as well?
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan could no longer tell.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Pan Wenxuan exclaimed in surprise, “What a brilliant sword technique. Which sect’s swordplay is this—majestic and elegant, yet vast and ever-changing?”
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi, upon seeing that Qi Wu had actually lost, cursed in her heart. Unable to defeat even a bumpkin who had just broken through to Fifth Grade—what a disgrace.
    

    

    
      She was a little frustrated, having missed a perfect opportunity to strike at Zhao Xiyan.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV58 opponent and gained 12,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      After claiming victory by a single move, Chen Ming cupped his fists and said, “Thank you for letting me win.” Without glancing at his opponent’s flushed face, he stepped off the platform.
    

    

    
      The third round of matches was about to begin.
    

    

    
      He could feel that many eyes were now focused on him.
    

    

    
      He didn’t care too much. As he won more matches, attention was inevitable. Keeping a low profile would no longer be possible.
    

    

    
      “Haha, I knew you could do it.”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan walked over, his face beaming with excitement. Just earlier, he had heard other spectators commenting—none had bet on Chen Ming. It made him feel indignant, though he couldn’t argue with them.
    

    

    
      Very few people present were from Qingfeng County. Aside from Zhao Xiyan, he hadn’t seen anyone else. If he started a fight, he’d suffer the consequences.
    

    

    
      So when Chen Ming won and those critics were forced to eat their words, Feng Siyuan felt extraordinarily satisfied.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said nothing, watching the third batch of participants on the platform.
    

    

    
      Everyone who stepped onstage would become his future opponents—naturally, he had to observe them.
    

    

    
      With the protection of peak experts from the World’s Number One Tower, participants held nothing back in their bouts. The matches were ferocious.
    

    

    
      Many contestants, even knowing they had no hope of reaching the Azure Cloud Ranking, still chose to compete—for the rare chance to spar with evenly matched opponents.
    

    

    
      Such fights were no different from actual combat. Since injuries weren’t a concern, this opportunity was rare. Everyone gave it their all.
    

    

    
      Some, even knowing they’d lose, still fought desperately, employing life-risking tactics. “Even if I lose, I’ll make you bleed.”
    

    

    
      Soon, five rounds were completed. Everyone had competed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming now had a general sense—his real rivals were the seven seeded contestants, plus Huang Zhuochen, the nameless black-clad man, and another woman surnamed Shen.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After the first round ended, they rested for half an hour. Once the contestants had mostly recovered, the second round of matches began.
    

    

    
      In the second round, each contestant faced a new opponent.
    

    

    
      The most exciting duels were still between the seven seeded contestants.
    

    

    
      These individuals were all famous, but had never fought each other. Now that they did, their true strengths were laid bare.
    

    

    
      The fiercest battles were between the two who had lost in the previous round. They knew that if they lost again, they’d have no chance at the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      As they fought, the heat of battle flared. Every move became lethal—no more grace or courtesy.
    

    

    
      Watching this, Chen Ming finally understood why Su Zhi Ning loathed the World’s Number One Tower so deeply.
    

    

    
      This style of combat easily bred grudges—especially for the losing side, who would be obsessed with winning the rematch. Over time, these grudges would only deepen.
    

    

    
      It must be noted that those contending for the Azure Cloud Ranking were among the most outstanding of the younger generation—the future core of their respective factions.
    

    

    
      If their relations soured, the factions they represented wouldn’t get along either.
    

    

    
      One could imagine how many future conflicts in Jiangzhou were being seeded today.
    

    

    
      Ultimately, those two who had lost in the previous round each claimed one win and one loss.
    

    

    
      In the second batch, it was Chen Ming’s turn again. His number was eighteen—last round he faced number nineteen, this time it was number twenty.
    

    

    
      His second opponent was even weaker than the previous one. He dealt with the match more easily. As usual, after fifty-some moves, he scored a “narrow victory.”
    

    

    
      If he hadn’t noticed that the other four matches had ended, making it inappropriate to delay further, he could’ve dragged it past a hundred moves.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s style had always been to give others face when possible—to avoid forming grudges.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV58 opponent and gained 12,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      This opponent had the same cultivation level as the previous one. The difference lay in their martial technique mastery. But defeating both yielded the same amount of experience points.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      By the end of the day, a total of five rounds had been completed.
    

    

    
      Only then did Tower Lord Chu announce that today’s matches had concluded and would continue tomorrow.
    

    

    
      The crowd began dispersing.
    

    

    
      Pan Wenxuan remarked with admiration, “Five wins out of five. It’s hard to believe he only broke through to Fifth Grade three months ago.”
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi retorted indignantly, “He’s just been lucky—not running into any truly strong opponents. Just wait. Tomorrow when he meets Luo Xu, he’ll definitely lose.”
    

    

    
      Luo Xu was that defiant, black-clad man with overwhelming strength—every match he’d ended within a few moves. Many believed his prowess rivaled the likes of Jiang Shihua and the other seven.
    

    

    
      At present, only seven people had five wins out of five. But no one considered Chen Ming worthy of being ranked alongside the other six.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan still said nothing. She simply watched Chen Ming’s figure fade into the crowd, her eyes tinged with melancholy.
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      "Good lad!"
    

    

    
      Before Chen Ming and Feng Siyuan had even exited the main gate, Zhou Weihao came running over, excitedly punching him in the chest. "When did you master such a formidable sword technique? You actually won five matches in a row!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s performance had far exceeded his expectations.
    

    

    
      In his heart, he had instinctively believed that Chen Ming’s strength would certainly be inferior to those geniuses born of Aristocratic Families.
    

    

    
      Firstly, Chen Ming had only recently broken through to Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      Secondly, he had no master to guide him—this was a tremendous disadvantage. Could it possibly be the same, having a master’s instruction versus not?
    

    

    
      So, when Zhou Weihao witnessed Chen Ming unleash might on the stage, consecutively defeating five opponents, he was truly dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      Rapid improvement in cultivation could be excused—he had long known that Chen Ming cultivated a Pure Yang Technique, a Peerless Divine Art, incomparable to ordinary cultivation methods.
    

    

    
      But how could Chen Ming’s swordsmanship be so profound?
    

    

    
      He had once been called a saber genius and only switched to sword techniques after reaching Sixth Grade. In just over a year, he had trained his swordsmanship to such a level.
    

    

    
      Was that even reasonable?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, "I won by sheer luck."
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao couldn’t stand his demeanor, snorted, and said, "Stop being modest. One win might be luck, but five consecutive victories clearly show your strength. This is what’s wrong with you—so fake, not straightforward at all."
    

    

    
      At this moment, Gu Yuantao spoke up, "Today we finally witnessed the true power of that sword technique. What is it called?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t hide it from them and openly replied, "《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》, passed down by a senior."
    

    

    
      This was an admission that someone had been teaching him martial arts in the background.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao laughed and said, "I knew it, you definitely had a great opportunity."
    

    

    
      In fact, even if Chen Ming hadn’t said anything, they could have guessed that he most likely had a master behind him.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao pondered for a moment but could not recall ever hearing of this sword technique.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao, full of heroic spirit, declared, "Let us drink heartily today!"
    

    

    
      As the four chatted, they noticed that most of the crowd had dispersed, and only then did they walk toward the main gate.
    

    

    
      "Big Brother Chen."
    

    

    
      As soon as they stepped out of the main gate, they saw Jiang Yingxue, dressed in male attire, running toward them. A rosy flush bloomed on her fair cheeks, and her eyes shimmered with waves of emotion. "You’re amazing. You won all five matches."
    

    

    
      "Congratulations to you too, for winning two matches."
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming spoke, he noticed Jiang Shihua on a carriage not far away. His face was dark as the bottom of a pot, and the look in his eyes could kill.
    

    

    
      He said, "Go on. Your brother is waiting for you."
    

    

    
      "Oh."
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue looked a little reluctant. "Then see you tomorrow."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      "The one you said you were waiting for just now—was it him?"
    

    

    
      On the carriage, Jiang Shihua’s face was livid as he stared at his younger sister. "Do you know—"
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue impatiently cut him off. "Of course I know. He’s Sister Yan’s beloved."
    

    

    
      The word "beloved" pierced Jiang Shihua’s heart. He flew into a rage. "From now on, you are absolutely forbidden from associating with him!"
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue wasn’t afraid of him at all. With a half-smile, she said, "Why don’t you go tell Sister Yan that yourself?"
    

    

    
      "You—"
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, Feng Siyuan exclaimed in surprise, "So she’s Jiang Shihua’s younger sister?"
    

    

    
      "I heard long ago that the Jiang Family’s Ninth Miss has talent surpassing even Jiang Shihua’s. Seeing her today, the rumors are clearly true," Zhou Weihao said with deep emotion.
    

    

    
      In these top-tier Aristocratic Families, geniuses were everywhere. This Ninth Miss Jiang wasn’t even twenty yet and was already a Fifth Grade Martial Artist, even participating in the Azure Cloud Ranking competition.
    

    

    
      In five years, she would most likely reach Fourth Grade, and there was a high chance she could take the top rank.
    

    

    
      Such talent was truly enough to make others despair.
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, Zhou Weihao glanced at Chen Ming again. He was also a monster.
    

    

    
      "A pity he started too late. If he’d begun a few years earlier, he could’ve competed for the top of the Azure Cloud Ranking."
    

    

    
      The Azure Cloud Ranking was far more than an empty title. Those who made the list could choose one cultivation method or martial technique from the second floor of the World’s Number One Tower.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said teasingly, "That Ninth Miss Jiang seems to hold you in high regard. If I’m not mistaken, she’s related to Miss Zhao, right?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan nodded. "Technically, Miss Zhao is her cousin. Maybe because of that connection, she’s especially close to you."
    

    

    
      At that moment, Gu Yuantao suddenly said, "Be careful of Jiang Shihua. Rumor has it he once had a marriage agreement with Miss Zhao."
    

    

    
      "Thank you for the reminder, Brother Gu."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had long sensed Jiang Shihua’s hostility. If they faced off on the stage, the latter would definitely show no mercy.
    

    

    
      The four shared a carriage back to the Feng Residence. They didn’t drink and quickly shifted the topic to each family's signature techniques.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t keep secrets and shared the moves and traits of the five opponents he had faced today with Zhou Weihao and Gu Yuantao.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan wasn’t interested in that and slipped away before long.
    

    

    
      Just as they were getting into the discussion, the steward of the Feng Residence arrived with a woman.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately recognized her. She was one of the maids by Yu Haitang’s side a few days ago. She wore a yellow shirt and had a charming appearance, surpassing many young ladies from Aristocratic Families.
    

    

    
      "My lady heard that Young Master Chen competed today and won five consecutive matches. She has sent a sword as a congratulatory gift."
    

    

    
      The maid respectfully presented the treasured sword with both hands.
    

    

    
      The three looked at it and saw that the scabbard was made from rare Cold Pool Crocodile skin, and the hilt was inlaid with a pigeon-egg-sized sapphire. It was clearly no ordinary item.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "One should not receive a reward without merit. Please thank your lady for her kind intentions. This sword is too precious. I cannot accept it. Please take it back."
    

    

    
      With a thud, the maid in yellow fell to her knees and pleaded, "Please accept it, Young Master. Otherwise, I will have no way to report back to my lady."
    

    

    
      Seeing her on the verge of tears, Zhou Weihao and Gu Yuantao both couldn’t help but feel a bit sympathetic.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed and said, "Young lady, do you really want to harm me?"
    

    

    
      His words stunned not only Zhou Weihao and Gu Yuantao, but also the kneeling maid. "Young Master, why would you say that?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "If I accept this sword out of sympathy, just to spare you punishment, I will owe your lady a favor. In the future, should she need something, I would be obligated to help. I would be drawn into countless troubles and never know peace again. By begging me like this, are you not harming me?"
    

    

    
      The maid’s lips parted, and in the end, she said, "This servant never had such intentions."
    

    

    
      "In that case, please take it back."
    

    

    
      The maid in yellow had no choice but to rise and leave.
    

    

    
      As soon as she departed, Zhou Weihao teased, "Brother Chen, you truly have a heart of stone, to actually let such a delicate maid go back to face punishment."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming merely smiled.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao asked curiously, "Back to the topic, who has such extravagant means to send a treasured sword right away?"
    

    

    
      "Not sure. I found her background mysterious and didn’t want to have too much contact."
    

    

    
      He did not reveal Yu Haitang’s identity. Then he said no more about it and continued the previous conversation.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning, Chen Ming and Feng Siyuan headed to the "World’s Number One Tower." Outside the building, the street was still packed with people. Though they couldn’t enter or see the duels, that didn’t dampen their enthusiasm.
    

    

    
      Staying outside meant they could get firsthand information.
    

    

    
      Some people were even shouting out names of contestants, cheering them on.
    

    

    
      In this era, there were naturally no such things as fans. Most of these people were gamblers, having placed bets.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming even heard a few voices cheering for him, and couldn’t help but say to Feng Siyuan beside him, "Seems like my odds are quite high."
    

    

    
      Anyone bold enough to bet on him winning was no ordinary person, clearly hoping for a big payout from a small stake.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan said, "I checked it out. The odds of you making it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking are twenty-nine to one. It was even higher before yesterday—one to one hundred."
    

    

    
      The reason it was capped at one to one hundred was because the casino had a maximum payout limit of one hundred.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Did you place a bet?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan grinned. "Hehe, I bet one thousand taels. That alone brought your odds down to fifty. Whether I profit or not is now up to you."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming patted him on the shoulder and walked through the gates of the World’s Number One Tower.
    

    

    
      To put down real silver to support him—this Feng Siyuan was truly a loyal friend.
    

    

    
      After entering the gates, besides Zhou Weihao and the others, he also spotted Li Jinchuan, who had come today with fellow disciples.
    

    

    
      The two merely exchanged a distant glance and nodded slightly. That counted as a greeting. The crowd was thick, and it wasn’t convenient to walk over.
    

    

    
      Soon, Tower Lord Chu, that short and stout man from yesterday, led a group of people out from the main hall and announced the beginning of today’s evaluation matches.
    

    

    
      In the first round, the same seven seeded contestants went up first.
    

    

    
      From Chen Ming’s perspective, the strength of the forty-nine participants could be divided into three levels. The seeded contestants, along with Luo Xu and a few others, were experts capable of contending for a place on the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      Next came the group around level 59, whose martial techniques were slightly inferior to the first group. There were about ten of them.
    

    

    
      The remaining twenty-plus were the weakest—like the three opponents he faced yesterday, and Jiang Yingxue also belonged in this tier.
    

    

    
      In the first round, two of the matchups between seeded contestants were exceptionally intense. It was as if they were mortal enemies, fighting with unrestrained passion and delivering a brilliant performance.
    

    

    
      When the results were finally decided, many people sighed with regret.
    

    

    
      One of them lost three matches total and was basically out of contention for the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      In the second round, it was Chen Ming’s turn. This time, his opponent was no pushover, falling into the second tier, and had a very refined saber technique.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming still fought with steady precision, finally clinching a narrow victory in just over fifty moves.
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      At the location of the Baiyu Sect, a middle-aged man suddenly asked a disciple behind him, “Zhang’er, what do you think of this Chen Ming’s strength?”
    

    

    
      Zhang’er was the highest in cultivation among the disciples who had come along, already a Fifth Grade Expert. He pondered for a moment and said, “This person must have concealed his strength yesterday. That battle just now should reflect his true strength. His swordsmanship is experienced, and he’s extremely skilled at seizing opportunities. That Zhu Qi’s loss is not unjust.”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man stroked his beard and smiled, pleased as he said, “Zhang’er, your judgment has improved during this tempering journey.”
    

    

    
      Zhang’er replied modestly, “Martial Uncle flatters me. I still have much to learn.”
    

    

    
      Standing at the rear, Li Jinchuan heard the evaluation of Big Brother Chen from his Martial Uncle and Senior Brother. His chest surged with hot blood, and a pride he couldn’t describe rose within him.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a familiar senior brother turned and asked him, “By the way, Junior Brother, you lived in Qingfeng City before. Do you know this Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan noticed his Martial Uncle also looking over and quickly replied, “Disciple does indeed know him—”
    

    

    
      Before he could finish his sentence, the third round of matches began, drawing everyone’s attention. He fell silent.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan looked toward Big Brother Chen in the distance and clenched his fists tightly. A strong desire grew in his heart—a desire to shine as brilliantly as Big Brother Chen in front of everyone one day.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After the first round ended, there was the usual half-an-hour break.
    

    

    
      The people of the Baiyu Sect were discussing those most likely to ascend the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      So far, only six remained undefeated in six matches. Li Jinchuan listened quietly from the side, not joining in. When he noticed that they mentioned only five people and completely ignored Big Brother Chen, he felt a bit indignant.
    

    

    
      However, he was never good at arguing. Besides, he understood logically that Big Brother Chen had broken through to Fifth Grade too recently. Compared to those renowned young talents who had made a name for themselves over the years, there might still be a gap.
    

    

    
      Until later, someone finally mentioned, “Don’t forget, that Chen Ming from Qingfeng County is also undefeated in six matches.”
    

    

    
      Another person said, “He’s just been lucky and hasn’t run into any real experts. But his luck ends here. His next opponent is Luo Xu.”
    

    

    
      Luo Xu, the young expert who had suddenly emerged, was arrogant and unruly. From the moment he appeared, he became a sensation. The strength he displayed was widely recognized as most likely to contend with those seven for a spot on the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      In everyone’s eyes, if Chen Ming faced this person, defeat was inevitable.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Soon, the second round began.
    

    

    
      The seven seeded contestants were finally staggered, and the battles concluded quickly.
    

    

    
      At this stage of the arena, no one cared about decorum anymore. Everyone attacked without holding back. Especially those who had previously lost, they sought to prove their strength by defeating their opponents as swiftly as possible.
    

    

    
      If you took ten moves to beat someone last round, I’ll use eight to show I’m stronger.
    

    

    
      That was the mindset of nearly everyone.
    

    

    
      In the second group, it was Chen Ming’s turn again. He stepped onto the arena and locked eyes with the man named Luo Xu. He could feel the malice in the other’s gaze.
    

    

    
      A wide grin spread across Luo Xu’s face. “I don’t know why, but the moment I saw you, I found you especially annoying. Now I finally get to beat you up.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood. In this world, those who didn’t attract jealousy were mediocre. He had the System—making other heaven-blessed geniuses envious was perfectly normal.
    

    

    
      Of course, in the entire Great Jin Dynasty, this Luo Xu didn’t even qualify as a heaven-blessed genius.
    

    

    
      He smiled and said, “Then let’s see if you have what it takes.”
    

    

    
      “Begin!”
    

    

    
      As the elder acting as referee shouted the command, in the next instant, Luo Xu’s figure vanished from the spot.
    

    

    
      Without thinking, Chen Ming drew his sword in a sweeping arc.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Luo Xu reappeared, holding a broadsaber—neither long nor short, wide at the front and narrow at the back, shaped like a machete. It was rather unique.
    

    

    
      He looked slightly surprised. “Pretty quick reaction.”
    

    

    
      He had originally planned to take this brat out in one strike, but unexpectedly, the saber was blocked.
    

    

    
      “Take another strike from me!”
    

    

    
      Luo Xu attacked again. Each saber strike was faster than the last, cleaving toward Chen Ming’s head. His speed was so fast that others couldn’t even follow with their eyes.
    

    

    
      It was precisely with this lightning-fast saber technique that he had consecutively defeated six opponents. So far, no one had withstood three strikes from him.
    

    

    
      In that moment, Chen Ming was completely shrouded in saber light, and many onlookers couldn’t help but sweat for him.
    

    

    
      Yet he remained calm, his long sword countering speed with speed. Only the sounds of clashing rang out—ding ding ding…
    

    

    
      A series of dense weapon clashes rang out.
    

    

    
      He had actually blocked all of Luo Xu’s fast saber strikes.
    

    

    
      The Baiyu Sect’s eldest disciple, Wu Zhang, said in astonishment, “So this is his true strength!”
    

    

    
      Not only him, but many others were also shocked by the strength Chen Ming now displayed, able to fight Luo Xu to a standstill.
    

    

    
      Especially the six who had previously fought Chen Ming—initially still resentful about losing to a country bumpkin from Qingfeng City—were now dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      So he had been holding back all along, sparing their pride.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Good swordsmanship!”
    

    

    
      Luo Xu had finally encountered a rare worthy opponent. Rather than anger, he was delighted. Laughing loudly, he finally used his true skills. “Try this saber strike!”
    

    

    
      He was airborne, and the momentum of his saber shifted.
    

    

    
      Those present felt a burst of sharpness explode forth. Many of their expressions changed drastically, exclaiming, “Saber Intent? How is this possible?”
    

    

    
      A mere Fifth Grade Expert, and he had comprehended Saber Intent?
    

    

    
      This saber strike stunned the entire audience.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a deep voice rang out, “No, that’s not Saber Intent. It’s a rare form of True Qi.”
    

    

    
      Everyone looked—speaking was a senior from the Wushan Sect, a Third Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      With someone of such stature speaking, the crowd naturally accepted it, though their hearts were full of questions. What kind of True Qi could replicate the effect of Saber Intent?
    

    

    
      On the Baiyu Sect’s side, the middle-aged man seemed to recall something, and a flash of realization appeared in his eyes.
    

    

    
      Wu Zhang noticed his expression and asked, “Martial Uncle, have you guessed his origins?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man nodded, then shook his head, motioning for him to continue watching the battle.
    

    

    
      On the arena, the flow of the duel changed entirely. When Luo Xu unleashed that peerlessly sharp saber strike, Chen Ming’s swordsmanship shifted in response. A single sword move—like a phoenix spreading its wings—forcefully blocked the saber’s momentum.
    

    

    
      Thereafter, both sides began displaying their ultimate skills, remaining evenly matched.
    

    

    
      The audience was dazzled, unable to tear their eyes away.
    

    

    
      The saber and sword techniques of these two were unlike anything they had ever seen. Every move felt novel, every form was profoundly mysterious.
    

    

    
      “Tower Lord Chu, you’re well-traveled. Do you recognize the origins of their saber and sword techniques?”
    

    

    
      A high-ranking member of Jin Yutang standing beside Tower Lord Chu asked with curiosity.
    

    

    
      The short and stout Tower Lord Chu said, “Though the sword and saber techniques of these two are indeed excellent, what’s rarer is that they’ve achieved this level of mastery at such a young age. Given time, they are destined for greatness.”
    

    

    
      He deflected the question, avoiding the subject of their techniques. The others understood and did not press further.
    

    

    
      The nearby onlookers were all stirred by his praise. These two youths were indeed extraordinarily talented—especially Chen Ming. His background was clean, not affiliated with any sect or faction. He might be worth trying to recruit...
    

    

    
      As for Luo Xu, many had already guessed his origins. Moreover, he was unruly by nature and would never willingly serve beneath others. Thus, no one harbored such intentions toward him.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      On the arena, saber energy split the air while sword energy swept across.
    

    

    
      Those close by could feel the searing heat of True Qi and the skin-splitting sharpness of the saber wind.
    

    

    
      The other four matches had already concluded, but these two were still locked in a fierce stalemate.
    

    

    
      In a flash, over seventy moves had passed.
    

    

    
      Unable to break through, Luo Xu suddenly withdrew from the clash. His face had turned the color of gold paper, and a flicker of golden light glowed in his eyes. He stared at Chen Ming. “I truly underestimated you. Being able to withstand this many strikes of my 《Demon Subjugation Saber Technique》, you’ve earned the right to be proud. I have one more strike. Do you dare take it?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming held his longsword, staring at Luo Xu not far away, completely unafraid. “Come on.”
    

    

    
      Hah!
    

    

    
      Luo Xu’s True Qi burst forth violently. From the uniquely shaped saber in his hand, a blade aura so sharp it made one’s heart clench radiated outward.
    

    

    
      Everyone could see it—if this saber landed, it would shake the heavens and earth.
    

    

    
      Just as his momentum peaked, a flush rose to his face. With a loud gag, he vomited a mouthful of blood and collapsed stiffly to the ground.
    

    

    
      This sudden development left everyone present utterly stunned.
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV60 enemy. Gained 23,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Seeing the prompt before him, Chen Ming realized that in that final moment, the man had forcibly tried to break through his realm and was struck by backlash—defeated in complete confusion.
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      "How could... this happen?"
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi was stunned when she saw Luo Xu fall.
    

    

    
      Coming from a scholarly family background, she could naturally see that this person named Luo Xu was undoubtedly among the top within the Fifth Grade. Even those long-established figures like Jiang Shihua of the Jiang Family and Ji Qianxing of the Ji Family might not be his match.
    

    

    
      Yet such a formidable figure was still no match for that Chen Ming?
    

    

    
      Was this reasonable?
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi had been holding it in for two days, just waiting to see Zhao Xiyan's deflated expression after Chen Ming was finally defeated. Who would have thought he would win again and again?
    

    

    
      Even Luo Xu, whom she had placed high hopes on, mysteriously collapsed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had won again!
    

    

    
      Pan Shuyi could almost see Zhao Xiyan's smug, self-satisfied face. Her heart felt wretched, and she lowered her head, silver teeth nearly grinding to pieces.
    

    

    
      With her head bowed, she didn’t see Zhao Xiyan’s current expression—slightly dazed from being overly shocked.
    

    

    
      Was this really Chen Ming?
    

    

    
      In just a few short months, how could his strength have improved to such a degree?
    

    

    
      Had she really only been away for a few months and not a few years?
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After the exciting and splendid battle between Chen Ming and Luo Xu, the following matches became somewhat dull.
    

    

    
      In the third round, Chen Ming entered the field once more, and his duel with the opponent seemed evenly matched.
    

    

    
      But the more fake it looked, the more it felt insipid and tasteless.
    

    

    
      And yet this guy could still put on such a serious act here—truly hypocritical, many people secretly cursed him in their hearts.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until after thirty moves that his opponent, unable to bear the strange looks from others, voluntarily conceded, thus ending the match.
    

    

    
      After that, no more battles between experts occurred. A few hours later, all matches for the day concluded.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Feng Siyuan didn’t rush to leave, waiting for Zhou Weihao and Gu Yuantao to arrive.
    

    

    
      When the two came over, their gazes towards him were somewhat unfamiliar, as if they didn’t recognize him.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan looked at the two, puzzled. "What’s with you guys? Brother Chen won, but you both look less than thrilled."
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Weihao could speak, Gu Yuantao spoke first, wearing a serious expression. "Your swordsmanship has already reached a realm of following your heart. With such innate understanding of the sword, you shouldn’t remain hidden in Jiangzhou. You should go and try your hand at the Nine Extremes Sword Sect."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew about the Nine Extremes Sword Sect; it was one of the Nine Great Sects. Its current Sword Master ranked third on the Heaven Ranking—a top-tier powerhouse in the world.
    

    

    
      He said, "If the chance arises, I’ll definitely give it a try."
    

    

    
      Seeing him speak like this, Gu Yuantao understood he didn’t take it to heart. He wanted to persuade him, but after opening his mouth, he simply sighed silently and said nothing more.
    

    

    
      Next to him, Zhou Weihao wore a complicated expression and remained unusually silent, which made Feng Siyuan quite uncomfortable, glancing at him repeatedly.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Outside the gate, Li Jinchuan walked away with several fellow disciples, listening to them discuss that battle between Big Brother Chen and Luo Xu. Their opinion of Big Brother Chen had undergone a complete transformation.
    

    

    
      A strong sense of pride surged in his heart.
    

    

    
      However, when he left just now, he didn’t go over to greet Chen Ming. Simply because he didn’t want the fellow disciples to know his relationship with Big Brother Chen.
    

    

    
      A young man’s sensitive pride would always lead him to do inexplicable and childish things. Such thoughts were difficult to explain to outsiders.
    

    

    
      Wu Zhang asked, "Martial Uncle, did you already figure out Luo Xu’s background?"
    

    

    
      "Indeed."
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man stroked his beard. Seeing all the disciples looking at him, he continued, "In Jiangzhou, there’s an ancient secluded aristocratic family. No one knows where this family resides or how strong they are. It’s only known that this family practices a unique cultivation method."
    

    

    
      He paused, then continued, "I believe you all noticed just now—Luo Xu’s true qi had a very unique attribute: metal. That is precisely the signature divine art of that secluded family.
    

    

    
      "Though this family keeps to themselves, occasionally, some of their members venture out into the world. Luo Xu should be one of them."
    

    

    
      The juniors were all quite satisfied to have learned a martial world secret.
    

    

    
      Wu Zhang said, "This disciple has heard that the Nine Extremes Sword Sect possesses a supreme divine art of metal attribute. It’s said that once cultivated to Fourth Grade, one can comprehend Sword Intent. Martial Uncle, could this Luo family be related to the Nine Extremes Sword Sect?"
    

    

    
      "Perhaps."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      "Big Brother Chen!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just exited the gate when, as expected, he once again saw Jiang Yingxue dressed in male attire. Her eyes were filled with worry as she asked with concern, "You’re not hurt, are you?"
    

    

    
      "No."
    

    

    
      "That's good." Jiang Yingxue patted her chest and let out a sigh of relief. Her eyes instantly brightened. "I was scared to death just now, watching it made my heart pound..."
    

    

    
      The two of them stood and chatted for a while. This time, Chen Ming did not see the figure of her brother, Jiang Shihua of the Jiang Family.
    

    

    
      "It’s getting late, let’s head back."
    

    

    
      Only then did Jiang Yingxue leave reluctantly.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and the others returned to the Feng Residence.
    

    

    
      "Seriously, Old Zhou, what’s wrong with you today? You’ve been brooding." Feng Siyuan, seeing Zhou Weihao still looking gloomy, couldn’t hold back any longer.
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao finally reacted, letting out a heavy breath and smiling bitterly. "I used to think that with my talent, as long as I worked hard, I’d one day defeat Brother Chen and redeem my past failure. Now it seems... I probably won’t get that chance in this lifetime."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan suddenly understood. "Ah, you’ve been down all day just because of that?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao shot him a glare and snapped, "What the hell do you know?"
    

    

    
      "Yes yes yes, I don’t know anything. You’re the wisest."
    

    

    
      With that bit of commotion, Zhou Weihao finally returned to normal.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming began analyzing today’s battle again, sharing his thoughts and tactics with them.
    

    

    
      While they were chatting, the steward of the Feng Residence brought over another young maid.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t the yellow-clad maid from yesterday, but another maid dressed in green, just as beautiful.
    

    

    
      "This maid was ordered by the young miss to deliver a congratulatory gift. The young miss said the young master didn’t like the Star-Moon Sword from yesterday, so she sent this—her most treasured Chiyang Sword. This sword complements the young master’s true qi. With it, your strength will surely be like a tiger with wings."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming frowned and said, "Miss, I made myself clear yesterday. I can’t accept rewards without merit. I cannot take this sword. Please go back."
    

    

    
      The green-clad maid didn’t say much more. She slowly rose, a sorrowful expression on her face. After giving a bow, she left.
    

    

    
      As soon as she was gone, Zhou Weihao suddenly said, "She’ll probably be punished when she gets back."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at him and said, "Brother Zhou, you really are tender toward the fairer sex."
    

    

    
      That Yu Haitang’s tactics were nothing but moral coercion.
    

    

    
      They might work on someone like Zhou Weihao, a noble young master, but if she thought she could sway him with such tricks—she’d better think again.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After nightfall, everyone else had left. Only Chen Ming remained. A lamp was lit in the room, and he was reading a medical book in his hand.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the door was pushed open from the outside. Su Zhi Ning, dressed in white like snow and veiled, walked in.
    

    

    
      She had been absent for several days. Even when Chen Ming summoned her, she didn’t respond. He had no idea what she’d been up to.
    

    

    
      He put down the medical book. "Miss Su—"
    

    

    
      He suddenly felt that Su Zhi Ning was a bit unusual tonight. In her clear and bright eyes, there was a glint of fighting intent. He asked in surprise, "What is this about?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said, "Draw your sword."
    

    

    
      "What do you mean by this, Miss?"
    

    

    
      Wasn’t it just because he said he wanted to see her true face? Was there any need to be this angry? Not only had she disappeared for days, now she even wanted to teach him a lesson?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grumbled inwardly.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said, "I want to try your swordsmanship."
    

    

    
      "I refuse."
    

    

    
      "Why?" Su Zhi Ning looked puzzled. Wasn’t this guy the most enthusiastic about sparring with others?
    

    

    
      I only spar with people I can beat.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t want to lose the hard-earned experience points. He asked, "Miss, your strength far surpasses mine. Why would you suddenly want to test my swordsmanship?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning looked into his eyes and said, "Someone said your swordsmanship has already reached a divine level. So, I want to try your swordsmanship."
    

    

    
      She indeed had informants at the scene—most likely a peripheral member of the Heaven's Path Alliance.
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      Chapter 153: Victory
    

    

    
      "This paltry skill of mine, how could it compare to yours, Miss? Please, let me off."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming refused to give in no matter what.
    

    

    
      On the path of martial arts, the higher one climbed, the steeper the ascent became. The disparity between realms only grew larger. Between the Fifth Grade and the Fourth Grade, there was a massive chasm.
    

    

    
      Fifth Grade was the Qi Sea Realm. One would open up a Qi Sea that could contain True Qi several times—tenfold or even dozens of times—more than the Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      But upon reaching the Fourth Grade, it became the Gang Qi Realm. All True Qi would be transformed into Gang Qi, allowing one to attack with Qi, striking at distances over ten meters, and wielding Defensive Gang Qi as well.
    

    

    
      Under normal circumstances, Chen Ming wouldn’t even be able to break Su Zhi Ning’s defenses. How could he fight like this?
    

    

    
      In a match he was sure to lose, he wouldn’t participate.
    

    

    
      Last time in Yujie County, the reason he could defeat two Fourth Grade experts was because that constable and the Demon Heir were both poisoned and injured. He had simply taken advantage of their weakness to win.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning gazed into his eyes as if trying to see through him. After a moment, she spoke. "I won’t use Gang Qi. Just a contest of sword moves."
    

    

    
      No Gang Qi?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming raised an eyebrow and asked seriously, "Why is Miss so intent on gauging the level of my swordsmanship?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning responded solemnly, "Before I left this time, Master told me to temper my sword technique more. It’s just that I haven’t come across a suitable opponent until now."
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, the man she had been protecting all along already possessed swordsmanship close to perfection. That had been the assessment of a senior. Tonight, she wanted to confirm whether that elder had exaggerated.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but complain inwardly. With how you always hide in the shadows, afraid of being discovered, how could you even come across any worthy opponents?
    

    

    
      Someone with her level of strength had very few qualified to face her in the world to begin with. On top of that, she barely interacted with anyone—was an opponent supposed to fall from the sky?
    

    

    
      "Since Miss is so insistent, if I continue to decline, it would make me look petty. But let’s be clear, only a contest of sword moves. Don’t go suddenly striking me with a sword Qi mid-duel and taking my little life."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said no more and turned to walk out of the room.
    

    

    
      The room was too small, and they couldn’t fight properly inside, so naturally, they headed outside to the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up the longsword on the desk and followed behind her.
    

    

    
      The sword was brand new. The old one had gained over a dozen notches after today’s fight with Luo Xu and could no longer be used.
    

    

    
      If Su Zhi Ning didn’t use Gang Qi, he still had a bit of a chance.
    

    

    
      Since her master had instructed her to hone her swordsmanship, it meant her technique had yet to reach perfection. As long as it hadn’t, he had a shot.
    

    

    
      This confidence came from mastering the Vermilion Bird Sword Technique.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped out the door and arrived outside the courtyard, where the moon hung high in the night sky, casting a layer of silver light upon Su Zhi Ning, lending her an even more ethereal and cold aura.
    

    

    
      She slowly drew the longsword from her back. The blade shimmered with a cold light under the moon, clearly no ordinary weapon.
    

    

    
      With the sword in hand, her entire demeanor changed. A sharp gleam flickered in her eyes as she said clearly, "Please give me your guidance."
    

    

    
      Looking at Su Zhi Ning beneath the moonlight, like a celestial maiden, Chen Ming couldn’t help but recall the first time he had seen her.
    

    

    
      At that time, he had just broken through to Sixth Grade and was still a nobody.
    

    

    
      Now, he was a Fifth Grade expert. Although there was still a large gap between them, in the realm of swordsmanship, he finally had the right to stand before her and engage in a match.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming unsheathed his sword, flicked the blade gently, and it let out a crisp hum. He suddenly said, "If I happen to win a move or two by luck, may I make a request of you?"
    

    

    
      "You may."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning agreed readily.
    

    

    
      "Then, Miss, be careful. Here I come."
    

    

    
      Knowing that she would not strike first, Chen Ming didn’t hesitate and made the first move.
    

    

    
      "Feather’s Weight Bears a Thousandfold!"
    

    

    
      A seemingly simple thrust, yet behind it lay boundless variation, sealing off all her avenues of retreat. The moment she stepped back, she would face a storm of sword strikes.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s eyes lit up instantly.
    

    

    
      With just this one strike, she knew that the elder’s words were not exaggerated. Chen Ming’s swordsmanship had already reached an extremely high level.
    

    

    
      Even among her fellow disciples, few could match him.
    

    

    
      Ding!
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s sword struck with precision, meeting the tip of his blade. From the force transmitted through the point of contact, she immediately gauged the general level of Chen Ming’s True Qi.
    

    

    
      As his thoughts flashed, Chen Ming's second sword had already struck.
    

    

    
      She responded in an instant. In that moment, the courtyard was filled with dazzling sword light. One cold, one hot—two types of sword energy clashed and burst apart, scattering in all directions, leaving small pits in the trees and courtyard walls.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      On the rooftop, a figure nearly merged with the darkness was watching the battle. The corner of her robe fluttered in the wind, a clear sign of her inner unrest.
    

    

    
      "How is this possible?"
    

    

    
      This person was none other than the mysterious Princess Hongyu, who had been following Chen Ming. She had remained hidden in the shadows. During the day, she hadn’t dared approach the World’s Number One Tower, so she hadn’t witnessed Chen Ming’s swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      Originally, Chen Ming’s successive victories had already taken her by surprise. Logically speaking, having only recently broken through to Fifth Grade, he shouldn’t have been able to win so many matches.
    

    

    
      She had even wondered if all the youths in Jiangzhou City of this generation were just useless.
    

    

    
      Now, upon witnessing Chen Ming’s swordsmanship firsthand, she was so shocked her eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu had personally seen Uncle Shang teach Chen Ming swordsmanship—that was nearly a year ago.
    

    

    
      Back then, under Uncle Shang’s personal instruction, the kid had taken a whole month just to grasp the basics of the technique. His comprehension was exceedingly poor.
    

    

    
      Now, a year later, the very same Vermilion Bird Sword Technique, when used by Chen Ming, had become as natural as breathing. He had completely mastered its essence and reached the pinnacle of proficiency.
    

    

    
      No wonder she was so shocked.
    

    

    
      Had she not seen it with her own eyes, she would never have believed someone could train a second-tier sword technique to this level in just one year.
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu even started to doubt whether the Chen Ming before her was the same fool from back then—who had to ask repeatedly just to learn a single sword move, to the point of rendering Uncle Shang speechless.
    

    

    
      After a long while.
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu looked at Chen Ming in the courtyard below, who had just sliced open Su Zhi Ning’s veil with a single sword strike, and muttered in her heart, “Just how many more surprises can this brat give me?”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After more than thirty moves, the sword light in the courtyard vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      The longsword in Su Zhi Ning’s hand was hovering just an inch away from Chen Ming’s brow. Her eyes were filled with shock and confusion.
    

    

    
      A gust of night wind blew past, lifting the veil on her face and letting in a stream of cold air.
    

    

    
      A moment later.
    

    

    
      She sheathed her sword, lowered her eyes, and let out a quiet sigh. "I lost."
    

    

    
      This time, Chen Ming didn’t offer any humble remarks. In such circumstances, it would have been inappropriate.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Su Zhi Ning’s swordsmanship was indeed extremely advanced. She had brought him tremendous pressure—far greater than Luo Xu had. He couldn’t even afford to hold back, forcing him to go all out.
    

    

    
      That was why the fight had ended in just over thirty moves.
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV69 opponent and gained 41,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Upon seeing the prompt before him, Chen Ming was elated.
    

    

    
      Miss Su really was kind—she had just gifted him a huge pile of experience points.
    

    

    
      In the brief moment he had been distracted, Su Zhi Ning had already vanished without a trace. Who knew where she had gone.
    

    

    
      He glanced at the Refined Steel Sword in his hand, only to see seven or eight nicks along the blade. Another one ruined.
    

    

    
      "No wonder that Yu Haitang likes to use treasured swords to win people over."
    

    

    
      If Su Zhi Ning had used just a bit more force and broken his sword, he would’ve been the one to lose.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was only because Su Zhi Ning merely wanted to spar and had no intention of taking advantage of him.
    

    

    
      Had it been an enemy, things would’ve been very different.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself that he needed to find a way to get a better sword.
    

    

    
      Then, he returned to the room. The oil lamp was still burning. He sat back in the chair, adjusted the wick, picked up the half-read Medical Book, and continued reading.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The next morning, at the same time as usual, Chen Ming headed out together with Feng Siyuan, heading toward the World’s Number One Tower.
    

    

    
      "Your courtyard was pretty noisy last night. I thought someone was trying to assassinate you."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan joked.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming casually replied, "Just sparring with a friend."
    

    

    
      "That friend of yours must be something else. I heard from my Grandpa Qi that your sword skills were almost evenly matched."
    

    

    
      He smiled slightly and said, "That friend of mine doesn’t like to be in the spotlight."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan added, "Besides your friend, another uninvited guest showed up last night. At least a Third Grade expert—most likely came for you. You’d better be careful."
    

    

    
      "Thanks for the warning."
    

    

    
      Before long, the two of them once again arrived outside the gates of the World’s Number One Tower. This time, there were clearly far more people calling out Chen Ming’s name.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan recalled something amusing and said, "I heard all the big gambling houses shut down their betting on your victory yesterday. Seems like everyone believes your entry onto the Azure Cloud Ranking is guaranteed."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "We’ll have to see about today and tomorrow."
    

    

    
      Starting today, he would be facing those seven seeded contestants in back-to-back matches—this was the real test.
    

    

    
      Among those seven, at least three had strength equal to or greater than Luo Xu.
    

    

    
      "If even Luo Xu couldn’t defeat you, the rest are nothing to worry about."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan still had blind confidence in Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      "Young Master Chen Er, you must win!"
    

    

    
      Just then, Chen Ming heard a somewhat familiar voice. He turned his head and saw someone who looked vaguely familiar—probably a merchant from Qingfeng City he had met before.
    

    

    
      He nodded slightly in greeting.
    

    

    
      "So he’s Chen Ming? He truly has an extraordinary bearing."
    

    

    
      "Who would’ve thought—after so many years of decline, Qingfeng City finally produced a true genius."
    

    

    
      "Hmph, what genius? He only defeated some nobody. Just wait until he meets Young Master Jiang and Young Master Ji—then we’ll see his true form."
    

    

    
      "Exactly. Who’s this Luo Xu anyway? Nobody even knows where he came from. Beating a bunch of nobodies—how is that worthy of being called an expert?"
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming listened to the quarrels behind him, he stepped into the gates of the World’s Number One Tower. Even the old man guarding the gate gave him a nod and a smile.
    

    

    
      He knew—he had truly made a name for himself.
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      Chapter 154: A Person of Genuine Temperament
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan had followed several fellow disciples to the “World’s Number One Tower” early on, standing at the back of the crowd, listening as Martial Uncle conversed with several elders from other sects about who was most likely to make it onto this year’s “Azure Cloud Ranking.”
    

    

    
      “Actually, the strength of those seven is on par with each other. It's just that their cultivation methods and martial techniques counter each other, so it’s not surprising whoever ends up winning.”
    

    

    
      “That Chen Ming and Huang Zhuochen are also quite capable, but since they haven’t fought against those seven, it’s hard to say who would win.”
    

    

    
      “I say, Old Hu, you’re talking nonsense with your eyes wide open. You saw yesterday’s match too—Chen Ming from Qingfeng County, his swordsmanship was unmatched among those present. There’s no way those seven can compare to him.”
    

    

    
      “Old Zhang, that’s too arbitrary of you to say…”
    

    

    
      “How about we make a bet? Let’s wager your Ice Sword, what do you say?”
    

    

    
      “Hmph! You old crook! So you’re after my Ice Sword. Forget it!”
    

    

    
      And just like that, the discussion ended in disagreement.
    

    

    
      That elder surnamed Zhang gave a cold snort. “That old fool just doesn’t want to offend those aristocratic families. Speaks only nonsense.”
    

    

    
      The others chuckled but didn’t respond.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan could also tell that this Elder Zhang was a straightforward person. Seeing him speak out so righteously for Brother Chen, he felt quite a bit of admiration.
    

    

    
      Soon, the topic shifted elsewhere.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, there was a stir at the entrance, and many people turned to look in that direction.
    

    

    
      Without even looking, one could guess that someone important had arrived. It had been the same yesterday.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, people from the Inspector’s Residence had arrived. Leading them was a Third Grade Inspector, followed by several young men and women—members of the Inspector Lord’s household.
    

    

    
      Wherever they passed, people bowed and greeted, “Lord Huang.” “Greetings, Lord Huang.” “We pay respects to Lord Huang.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan obediently followed behind several senior brothers.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man didn’t step forward. His status and strength weren’t sufficient, so there was no need.
    

    

    
      But soon, he suddenly noticed a young woman behind Inspector Lord Huang walking over in this direction. He had seen this woman before—she was the direct disciple of the Inspector’s wife.
    

    

    
      Three months ago, the Inspector’s Residence had hosted a grand banquet. He had the fortune of attending with the Sect Leader and had personally witnessed the apprenticeship ceremony.
    

    

    
      This young woman’s surname was Zhao. Her cultivation wasn’t high, but as the disciple of the Inspector’s wife, her status was anything but ordinary. She could not be taken lightly.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, this Miss Zhao walked straight toward them.
    

    

    
      “Could it be… she’s here to greet me specifically?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man grew uneasy under the scrutiny of so many eyes. He began to feel nervous, thinking about how he should respond. But then, she didn’t even glance at him and walked right past, stopping in front of a young disciple.
    

    

    
      “You’re Li Jinchuan, right?”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan wasn’t slow-witted. From Martial Uncle’s reaction alone, he could tell that this woman had an unusual identity. Hearing her words, he was momentarily stunned, not knowing how to react.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan smiled and said, “I’ve heard Brother Chen mention you before.”
    

    

    
      Brother Chen?
    

    

    
      Only then did Li Jinchuan realize, “You’re Brother Chen’s friend?”
    

    

    
      “My surname is Zhao.”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan suddenly understood who she was.
    

    

    
      He had been corresponding regularly with Hong Zilin and knew about the close relationship between Brother Chen and the daughter of Inspector Zhao.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected to meet the legendary Miss Zhao in such a setting.
    

    

    
      And more than that—she had come to seek him out personally.
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan took out a copper token from her bosom and handed it to him, saying, “If you ever encounter any difficulty, take this and come find me at the Inspector’s Residence.”
    

    

    
      “This… I can’t accept it.”
    

    

    
      Startled, Li Jinchuan was about to return it, even if he were willing to accept.
    

    

    
      But she suddenly put on a stern face and said, “I said take it, so take it.”
    

    

    
      While he was still stunned, she had already walked away. She turned back to glance at him, a smile on her face. Only then did he realize she wasn’t really angry.
    

    

    
      After Zhao Xiyan left, Li Jinchuan suddenly sensed that the atmosphere was off. He looked up and saw several fellow disciples—including Martial Uncle—all staring at him with strange expressions.
    

    

    
      He was momentarily flustered, holding the copper token like it was a burning piece of coal. He looked helplessly at the middle-aged man and said, “Mar… Martial Uncle… this…”
    

    

    
      Martial Uncle said, “Keep it.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan felt that this Martial Uncle’s gaze was especially kind.
    

    

    
      He had no choice but to accept the copper token.
    

    

    
      At this moment, a senior brother who was usually close to him whispered, “Junior Brother, you actually know someone important from the Inspector’s Residence? Why didn’t you say so earlier?”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan gave a wry smile. He didn’t know either.
    

    

    
      Luckily, Martial Uncle came to his rescue. “Alright, let’s not bring this up again. We’ll talk later. Jinchuan, come stand beside me.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan nervously walked to Martial Uncle’s side. Looking up, he saw the eldest senior brother on the other side of Martial Uncle give him a friendly smile.
    

    

    
      He quickly returned a smile, feeling inexplicably relieved.
    

    

    
      He had joined the Baiyu Sect halfway through and had no foundation in the sect. Due to his outstanding talent, many senior brothers didn’t think well of him. Fortunately, his master protected him, so he wasn’t ostracized.
    

    

    
      Now, he felt that his fellow disciples and even Martial Uncle had become more cordial.
    

    

    
      He knew very well this change was all because of that Miss Zhao. And the reason she approached him was because of Brother Chen.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Junior Sister, who was that person?”
    

    

    
      After Zhao Xiyan returned, Pan Dingqian casually asked.
    

    

    
      She replied respectfully, “The younger brother of a friend.”
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian was the youngest son of her master, and naturally, her senior brother. He was around thirty years old, with a somewhat unrestrained and carefree demeanor.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that, he smiled and said, “Your beloved, perhaps?”
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother jests.”
    

    

    
      “Haha, affection between men and women is human nature. What’s there to hide?” Pan Dingqian didn’t think much of her reaction. “Besides, your taste is good. I heard his swordsmanship has reached perfection, no less than Shang Jianfei in his prime.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan knew this senior brother had always been loose-tongued and could only pretend she hadn’t heard.
    

    

    
      Today, Pan Shuyi used the excuse of not feeling well to avoid coming. Pan Dingqian, on the other hand, had followed, saying he wanted to meet her so-called beloved.
    

    

    
      Just then, the familiar figure appeared in her peripheral vision, and a wave of bitterness welled up in her heart.
    

    

    
      These past two days, Chen Ming had soared to fame, his name resounding throughout Jiangzhou City. She should’ve been happy, yet the more famous he became, the more inexplicable sorrow she felt.
    

    

    
      The scene of their last meeting was still vivid in her mind.
    

    

    
      She knew clearly that she and Chen Ming were probably impossible now.
    

    

    
      So every time someone mentioned him as her beloved, her chest felt stuffy.
    

    

    
      “That one in black is him, right?”
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian’s voice reached her ears. Clearly, he had guessed from her reaction.
    

    

    
      Her mood worsened, and she didn’t feel like saying a single word.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Soon, everyone had arrived. Tower Lord Chu announced the start, and the third round of the contest began.
    

    

    
      In the first batch, there were again several internal matches among those seven contenders. Today, their fights were even fiercer.
    

    

    
      After two days of intense battles, they now had a clear understanding of each other’s strength. There was no need to probe; they launched straight into bloody combat.
    

    

    
      “Their strength has all improved.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming made his judgment halfway through watching.
    

    

    
      Such closely matched actual combat was the most beneficial for a martial artist’s progress.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t the only one who noticed—everyone present had realized the same and thought no wonder Jiang Shihua, Ji Qianxing, and the others had come to participate in the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      To them, this was a rare opportunity to improve themselves.
    

    

    
      It was imaginable that after ten days, many of them would reach new heights in strength.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, those Fifth Grade martial artists who didn’t dare compete would be left far behind.
    

    

    
      The first batch of matches was extremely intense, with victory not determined until seventy to eighty moves in. One contestant, who had remained undefeated so far, unexpectedly lost.
    

    

    
      Now, only four remained undefeated: Chen Ming, Huang Zhuochen, Li Yuqi of the Wushan Sect, and Jiang Shihua.
    

    

    
      In the second batch, Chen Ming’s opponent was average. He resolved it easily.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      By the third match, Chen Ming finally encountered a seeded contestant—Fan Dongsheng of Jin Yutang. He had only lost one match so far and was exceptionally strong.
    

    

    
      This match was the most anticipated of the day.
    

    

    
      Everyone wanted to know if this rising star, Chen Ming, could still prevail against one of the most outstanding young experts in Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      This man was Chen Ming’s touchstone. His true quality would be laid bare after this battle.
    

    

    
      Those familiar with Chen Ming, such as Zhou Weihao and Li Jinchuan, couldn’t help but feel nervous.
    

    

    
      Though they knew Chen Ming’s strength was formidable now, reputation brings awe. Fan Dongsheng’s renown was immense, and they couldn’t help but worry.
    

    

    
      “Martial Uncle, who do you think will win?”
    

    

    
      Over on the Baiyu Sect’s side, Wu Zhang was also nervous and quietly asked the Martial Uncle beside him.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man pondered for a moment and vaguely replied, “Sixty-forty.”
    

    

    
      But he didn’t say who had the sixty and who the forty. As for which side that implied, that was up to them to interpret.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Please.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming made a polite gesture.
    

    

    
      Fan Dongsheng gripped his spear tightly, his fighting spirit ablaze.
    

    

    
      This Chen Ming had already defeated Luo Xu, whose background was unknown, and now his reputation was approaching his own. Gambling houses even considered him a stronger contender for the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      All of this had made Fan Dongsheng hold back a great fire in his chest.
    

    

    
      He wanted to see whether this brat’s swordsmanship was truly exceptional, or if his spear techniques were more dominant.
    

    

    
      With the referee’s command, Fan Dongsheng struck first. From the outset, he used a killing move, without the slightest courtesy or holding back. His spear surged like a dragon, charging at Chen Ming in the arena.
    

    

    
      Jin Yutang’s signature skill, the 《Flame Dragon Spear》, paired with Fan Dongsheng’s fire-attribute true qi, made it seem as if flames ignited along the divine weapon “Flame Dragon Spear” in his hands.
    

    

    
      “Die!”
    

    

    
      The power of this spear had already exceeded the bounds of a Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      On the arena stage, the use of Divine Weapons was not prohibited. Those seven seeded contestants each wielded a Divine Weapon, enhancing their strength by nearly twenty percent. This made it even harder for others to compete against them.
    

    

    
      Yet this spear thrust struck nothing but air.
    

    

    
      No matter how powerful a spear technique was, if it failed to hit its target, it was all for naught.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already witnessed Fan Dongsheng’s spear technique before. In terms of sheer power, it could be considered the strongest in the entire field. Naturally, he would not confront it head-on.
    

    

    
      The match this man had lost earlier was due to being kited—his True Qi was overly depleted, and he ultimately lost by one move.
    

    

    
      Of course, not just anyone could successfully kite him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already discerned the intention behind his opponent’s attack the moment he launched his spear, almost as if he had predicted it. He reacted in advance.
    

    

    
      Ever since mastering the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》, it was as though he had grasped the essence of all techniques—once one method was mastered, all became clear. Whether it was saber techniques, palm techniques, or spear techniques, he could easily perceive the flaws within his opponent’s moves.
    

    

    
      Simply put, he could see through his opponent, allowing him to respond with ease and fluidity.
    

    

    
      So far, the only one he had trouble seeing through was Su Zhi Ning. Her sword technique attainments were also extremely high, placing him under great pressure. Thus, he had no choice but to launch an aggressive offense, forcing her to reveal a weakness, and seizing victory with a final strike.
    

    

    
      While Chen Ming was pondering this, he continued dealing with Fan Dongsheng’s spear techniques. After over ten moves, Fan Dongsheng was greatly exhausted and could barely hold on.
    

    

    
      “You dare look down on me?!”
    

    

    
      Fan Dongsheng was no ordinary man. He could sense that his opponent, Chen Ming, seemed distracted, which enraged him.
    

    

    
      If he were to lose due to inferior strength, he would accept that.
    

    

    
      But for Chen Ming to belittle him so blatantly—this was something he could not tolerate. At that moment, his eyes turned bloodshot. Fueled by intense anger, it felt as though a flame was burning in his chest.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      In that instant, a single thought consumed his mind: to skewer the man who dared to underestimate him. True Qi surged through his body as though it were ablaze.
    

    

    
      Flames blazed fiercely upon the “Flame Dragon Spear” in his hand.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Fan Dongsheng felt he had locked onto Chen Ming’s figure.
    

    

    
      “Got you!”
    

    

    
      He thrust his spear with explosive force, a strong premonition rising in his heart—this strike would surely land.
    

    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    

    
      Gasps of surprise echoed from the crowd. A few Third Grade Experts revealed astonished expressions. This young man had actually achieved insight under such conditions.
    

    

    
      They all thought the same: Jin Yutang had accepted an excellent disciple.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Hmm?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly felt something lock onto him. Startled, he grew serious. This strike sealed off all his escape routes, forcing him to confront it head-on.
    

    

    
      A breakthrough mid-battle?
    

    

    
      His gaze sharpened. For the first time since the start of the battle, he swung his longsword.
    

    

    
      Falling Star Lights the Night!
    

    

    
      A flash of sword light burst forth, flying at a speed too fast for the naked eye to track.
    

    

    
      That streak of sword light struck Fan Dongsheng’s chest, sending him flying straight off the arena.
    

    

    
      The spectators were blinded by that sword light and failed to see how Fan Dongsheng had lost. Only those with higher cultivation levels understood what had happened.
    

    

    
      Just now, Chen Ming had thrown his longsword. Before the spear could close in, it struck Fan Dongsheng.
    

    

    
      A breathtaking feat.
    

    

    
      That spear strike of Fan Dongsheng’s was already beyond what a Fifth Grade Martial Artist could withstand. Yet in that fleeting instant, Chen Ming found perhaps the only sliver of a chance to win. Such combat instincts were truly astounding.
    

    

    
      If they were in his position, they might not have been able to think of that move.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming stood on the arena and praised, “Brother Fan, excellent spear technique.”
    

    

    
      Having been flung off the arena, Fan Dongsheng climbed up from the ground and snorted, “A loss is a loss. No need to offer me a way out. I’ll remember today’s defeat.”
    

    

    
      With that, he turned and left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, he’s a man of character.
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      This battle made it clear to everyone present that even among those seven individuals, Chen Ming's strength stood out above the rest, unmatched by any.
    

    

    
      As long as he defeated the remaining three contestants with perfect records, he would become the sixth among the younger generation in Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming stepped down and heard such discussions from the onlookers, he almost lost his composure. The corner of his mouth twitched slightly—had he become the "Best of the Sixth"?
    

    

    
      This saying wasn’t exactly wrong, since among his peers in Jiangzhou City, there were five even more monstrous individuals—Fourth Grade at the age of twenty-five, a whole realm higher than everyone else present.
    

    

    
      The gap was simply too vast; they weren’t even on the same level.
    

    

    
      However, the title of "Sixth" sounded terribly unpleasant. He would definitely get rid of it in the future.
    

    

    
      The matches that followed were somewhat uneventful.
    

    

    
      Anyone with a bit of discernment, after watching the matches for several days, had some understanding of everyone’s strength. One could basically guess the winner even before the fights began.
    

    

    
      The only one worth watching was still Chen Ming. His next opponent was Li Yuqi of the Wushan Sect. Neither of them had lost so far—it could be called a battle of the strongest.
    

    

    
      Li Yuqi used a saber technique—broad and aggressive. He had previously defeated Fan Dongsheng and was considered a top-tier expert.
    

    

    
      Everyone originally thought this battle might have some suspense. But the result was no different from Chen Ming’s previous fights. On the surface, the two seemed evenly matched—Li Yuqi even appeared to have the upper hand at times.
    

    

    
      In reality, it was Chen Ming who firmly controlled the rhythm of the battle. After more than thirty moves, he claimed victory with a narrow margin once again.
    

    

    
      It was as if Li Yuqi was no different from Chen Ming’s other opponents.
    

    

    
      Only then did everyone realize just how unfathomable his strength was—he might far surpass even Li Yuqi and the others.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      By the end of today’s matches, only two contestants remained undefeated: Chen Ming and Jiang Shihua.
    

    

    
      As for that Huang Zhuochen, he had faced Ji Qianxing today and lost narrowly by one move.
    

    

    
      After three days of competition, the situation had become quite clear. The ones most likely to ascend the Azure Cloud Ranking were three: Chen Ming, Jiang Shihua, and Ji Qianxing.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing had only lost one match—one he hadn’t even fought in. He had conceded voluntarily. Rumor had it that his elder brother owed the opponent a favor, and so he refused to make a move.
    

    

    
      There was also gossip involving Ji Baichuan, the previous champion of the Azure Cloud Ranking. It was said that the woman in question had once been engaged to Ji Baichuan, but a few years ago, he broke off the engagement.
    

    

    
      Because of that, Ji Qianxing felt too ashamed to fight her.
    

    

    
      On the way back, Feng Siyuan and Zhou Weihao were chatting about this gossip.
    

    

    
      “I heard that after Ji Baichuan ranked first on the Azure Cloud Ranking, he encountered a stunningly talented woman during his tempering journey. He fell for her at first sight. When he returned, he broke off the engagement with the He Family. He’s still unmarried to this day.”
    

    

    
      “Who exactly is that woman? Some say she’s one of the Absolute Beauty Ranking, others claim she’s a noble lady from a renowned family in the capital.”
    

    

    
      “Who knows...”
    

    

    
      While the two were talking, the carriage suddenly came to a stop. Before the coachman could say anything, Ji Qianxing’s voice came from outside, “Young Master Chen, my master invites you over.”
    

    

    
      Everyone in the carriage fell silent, exchanging glances.
    

    

    
      Earlier, they had felt that Ji Qianxing had stooped low, willingly acknowledging someone else as master, and had looked down on him. But after seeing his strength, they no longer dared to belittle him.
    

    

    
      Instead, they grew more curious about his master.
    

    

    
      Just what kind of person could make him willingly submit?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened the carriage door and stepped down. He politely said, “Thank you, Brother Ji, for leading the way.”
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing remained as indifferent as ever, holding the sword in his arms, and walked toward a nearby restaurant.
    

    

    
      This restaurant wasn’t the same one as before—its storefront was larger and more luxurious.
    

    

    
      It was already dusk, and there wasn’t a single guest inside.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed four guards stationed at the entrance of the restaurant, preventing others from entering. These four exuded sharp auras, clearly not weaklings.
    

    

    
      Inside, the restaurant was empty.
    

    

    
      He followed Ji Qianxing upstairs to the door of a private room.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing halted at the door and reported, “Miss, I’ve brought him.”
    

    

    
      “Let him in.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      The door opened, and Chen Ming saw that incomparably beautiful woman once again. Today, she wore a light blue long dress. When her lovely eyes looked at him, his heart involuntarily pounded a few times.
    

    

    
      Though it wasn’t their first meeting, Chen Ming still felt a powerful sense of astonishment.
    

    

    
      He cupped his hands and said, “Greetings, Miss. I wonder what instructions you have for summoning me here?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang stared at him for a while, then suddenly reached out and picked up a sword placed on the table. She said, “The sword I had sent to you two days ago, Young Master refused to accept. After thinking it over, I figured it must be because you felt I lacked sincerity. So, today I’ve come to present it to you in person.”
    

    

    
      Before he could reply, she continued, “This sword is named ‘Soaring Phoenix’. A thousand years ago, it was forged by the Divine Abyss Pavilion under the commission of the former imperial family. It’s said that it contains the soul of a phoenix divine bird and was once ranked first on the Divine Weapon Ranking by the World’s Number One Tower. Unfortunately, during the Battle of the Divine Capital five hundred years ago, the sword’s spirit was extinguished and the blade broke in two. Later, a princess of the current dynasty commissioned a divine craftsman to reforge it. I came upon this sword by chance and became quite fond of it. Today, I am giving it to you.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, she handed the sword over.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked a bit helpless and said, “Miss already has someone as talented as Brother Ji under your command. Why bother with me?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s hand, holding the Soaring Phoenix Sword, did not withdraw. She said, “Because you are different from him.”
    

    

    
      “In what way?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was truly curious. They say things don’t happen thrice, and he really couldn’t understand it—he had already refused her twice, and yet for the third time, she still insisted on giving him a sword.
    

    

    
      Was this how one recruited people?
    

    

    
      Any normal person would think, “If a treasured sword doesn’t move you, I’ll try something else.” But not her—she insisted, stubbornly determined to gift it.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, “Because you possess the 《Primordial Fire True Art》.”
    

    

    
      What now?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was puzzled and was just about to refute when she said, “Oh, it also goes by another name—《Blazing Sun Divine Art》.”
    

    

    
      He shook his head and replied, “What 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》? I fear Miss has mistaken me for someone else. The cultivation method I practice was acquired by accident and is called 《Six Suns Qi Nurturing》.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang smiled faintly. Her slender fingers lifted slightly, and a thread of pale green True Qi gathered at her fingertip, brimming with vitality.
    

    

    
      This was—
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes narrowed slightly. At the moment that strand of True Qi appeared, the True Qi within his own body began to stir slightly, as if reacting to hers.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang saw the shock in his eyes and smiled even more, “Don’t be surprised. What I cultivate is the 《Primordial Wood True Art》. It shares the same origin as your 《Primordial Fire True Art》 and will naturally resonate. The first time I saw you, I sensed the True Qi in your body.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly thought of the 《Lunar True Scripture》, that pure Yin technique which could merge with the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 to form a new cultivation method—《True Art of Two Principles》.
    

    

    
      Then, could her 《Primordial Wood True Art》 also merge with the 《True Art of Two Principles》?
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang saw him fall silent and continued, “I suspect that the Third Grade who’s been following you, and that disciple of Heaven’s Path Alliance, both came for your 《Primordial Fire True Art》.”
    

    

    
      Now Chen Ming was truly startled.
    

    

    
      She even knew about Su Zhi Ning and that woman in red?
    

    

    
      This woman was truly unfathomable.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Yu Haitang pouted slightly and said coquettishly, “Young Master, how long do you plan to make me hold this?”
    

    

    
      Looking at the sword she extended toward him, Chen Ming no longer hesitated and reached out to take it.
    

    

    
      Since things had already gone this far, he didn’t mind muddying the waters even further.
    

    

    
      After all, the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 within him had already drawn the attention of Shang Jianfei, a First Grade Expert of Heaven’s Path Alliance, and a mysterious woman in red. One more Yu Haitang wouldn’t make a difference.
    

    

    
      Like they say: when you’ve got too many lice, you stop itching.
    

    

    
      The moment he gripped the sword, a strange feeling surged through his heart. It was as if the sword was connected to his bloodline. The True Qi within his body stirred with joy.
    

    

    
      “Seems she wasn’t just making up stories. This sword might indeed have some connection to the phoenix divine bird.”
    

    

    
      His True Qi was of the fire attribute and resonated strongly with this sword.
    

    

    
      Just like the Flame Dragon Spear in Fan Dongsheng’s hand, this Soaring Phoenix Sword seemed tailor-made for him. With it, the power of his sword techniques would likely increase by ten to twenty percent.
    

    

    
      Among Fifth Grades, few would be his match.
    

    

    
      A surge of heroic spirit welled up in Chen Ming’s heart.
    

    

    
      Seeing that he had finally accepted the sword, Yu Haitang revealed a satisfied smile and said, “Come find me again after the Azure Cloud Ranking competition.”
    

    

    
      “Many thanks for the gift, Miss.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a deep bow and was about to leave, but suddenly stopped.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang had already lifted her teacup and asked, “Something else?”
    

    

    
      He asked, “Forgive my impertinence, but those two maids—were they punished?”
    

    

    
      He had noticed earlier when he entered that the two maids were not by her side.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang replied flatly, “Failure must be punished.”
    

    

    
      She gently set down her teacup, and her gaze carried a hint of majesty. “Why, do you intend to plead for them?”
    

    

    
      “I—”
    

    

    
      “Too late. I’ve already had both their legs broken and demoted them to slaves in a farming manor outside the city.”
    

    

    
      Her casual tone sent a chill through Chen Ming’s heart. Even after leaving the restaurant, that coldness lingered and would not fade.
    

    

    
      He had long known that in a world with such rigid hierarchies, the powerful did not view the weak as human. But to see such a beautiful and celestial woman like Yu Haitang treat her close maids with such cruel indifference still shocked him.
    

    

    
      Those two had merely failed to deliver the sword—not even a real mistake. Was such punishment truly necessary?
    

    

    
      What’s more, they were her personal maids. Even with pets, over time one would develop feelings, no?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt deeply uncomfortable. After exiting the restaurant, he suddenly turned around and called out to Ji Qianxing, “Brother Ji, could I trouble you with a favor?”
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing looked at him, his gaze indifferent.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Night had fallen.
    

    

    
      Outside Jiangzhou City, a dozen li to the east stood a manor. In the darkness, two riders approached swiftly.
    

    

    
      One was a middle-aged man who looked like a steward. The other was Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      “Open the gate!”
    

    

    
      After knocking on the gate, the steward took the lantern from the Gatekeeper’s hand and led Chen Ming into the manor.
    

    

    
      The steward summoned the manor’s own steward and asked, “Those two female slaves delivered last night—where are they?”
    

    

    
      “In the rear courtyard.”
    

    

    
      “Bring them here.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming interrupted, “No need—take us there.”
    

    

    
      The steward quickly corrected himself, “Lead the way.”
    

  Chapter 156: Zhang Gets on the Ranking

    
      Chapter 156: Zhang Gets on the Ranking
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could tell that Su Zhi Ning’s fighting spirit was much higher than yesterday.
    

    

    
      Last night, she had initially carried a testing mindset, only becoming serious later. Today was different—she had already entered a battle-ready state ahead of time.
    

    

    
      He confirmed once more, “Still like yesterday, you’re not using Gang Qi?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Su Zhi Ning’s heart was filled with pure fighting intent.
    

    

    
      Before last night, among martial artists of the same realm, she had never once been defeated. Her master had once told her that she still lacked something, and among the younger generation, she could not yet be considered invincible.
    

    

    
      She had actually felt somewhat unconvinced in her heart, but her indifferent nature made her disinclined to argue.
    

    

    
      She had never expected to lose in swordsmanship to Chen Ming, whom she had previously looked down upon. His cultivation level was even one tier lower than hers.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning tasted her first defeat in life—it left a deep and unforgettable mark.
    

    

    
      She had pondered for a whole night and day, repeatedly replaying that battle in her mind. At last, she figured out a flaw in Chen Ming’s sword technique, and thus came to challenge him once more.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming drew the recently obtained "Mingfeng Sword" and said, “Then come.”
    

    

    
      Just in time to test the power of the "Mingfeng Sword" on her.
    

    

    
      “Divine Weapon?”
    

    

    
      When she heard the clear and penetrating sword cry as he drew his blade, Su Zhi Ning felt a chilling sensation reach her soul. As she fixed her gaze on it, she faintly sensed the pressure emanating from its edge—this was undeniably a Divine Weapon.
    

    

    
      Instead of fear, she felt joy. Now there was no worry about accidentally breaking his sword during the duel. She could go all out.
    

    

    
      “Watch the sword!”
    

    

    
      She was the first to strike, launching the battle with the move “Rosy Clouds Stretch for a Thousand Li.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, the two had exchanged over a hundred moves.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning had grown much more cautious, defending without a single opening. With her mind focused entirely on defense, Chen Ming found it difficult to break through in a short time.
    

    

    
      He had already guessed her intention—she wanted to defend and counterattack, waiting until he became impatient, then seizing the opportunity to strike back.
    

    

    
      She was underestimating him.
    

    

    
      As the fight dragged on, Chen Ming’s pride was stirred. He decided to defeat her openly and honorably. The thirty-six styles of the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 poured forth like mercury, gradually cracking open Su Zhi Ning’s turtle-shell-like defense.
    

    

    
      After the hundredth move, Su Zhi Ning gradually became overwhelmed, her defense teetering on the verge of collapse.
    

    

    
      The one hundred thirtieth move.
    

    

    
      A whooshing sound.
    

    

    
      A flaw finally appeared in Su Zhi Ning’s sword technique. A strand of her hair was sliced off by a wisp of Sword Qi and floated to the ground.
    

    

    
      She lowered her sword, gazing at the lock of hair falling to the floor, and an intense sense of defeat surged in her heart.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had defeated her in the most upright and grand manner, pressuring her from start to finish without revealing a single flaw.
    

    

    
      Such a defeat filled her with a sense of powerlessness.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning knew well that although she claimed not to use Gang Qi, her cultivation was clearly superior. In every respect, she had the advantage.
    

    

    
      Yet she still lost.
    

    

    
      If Chen Ming had also broken through to the Fourth Grade, she absolutely wouldn't have lasted this long.
    

    

    
      “I lost.”
    

    

    
      When she said this, her voice carried a trace of bitterness.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched her figure vanish from where she stood, and suddenly felt a bit uneasy—was he too ruthless?
    

    

    
      She seemed so shaken it was as if she was questioning her whole existence.
    

    

    
      He still remembered the first time he met her—beneath that cool and aloof demeanor was an absolute confidence and pride in her own strength.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming sheathed his sword, his gaze shifted toward the rooftop diagonally opposite. It was completely empty.
    

    

    
      Earlier, he had faintly sensed someone standing there.
    

    

    
      Looks like they were gone.
    

    

    
      He gently caressed the "Mingfeng Sword" in his hand, his eyes filled with affection, as though he were stroking a lover.
    

    

    
      No wonder those novels spoke of swordmasters who cherished their swords like life itself. A good sword truly was invaluable to a martial artist.
    

    

    
      Right now, he felt like someone who had gotten used to driving a rickety old 1.3T car, and suddenly found himself behind the wheel of a lightning-fast electric mini-car that went from zero to a hundred in just a few seconds. It was exhilarating.
    

    

    
      There was no going back for him.
    

    

    
      “What kind of junk was I using before?”
    

    

    
      This "Mingfeng Sword" suited him perfectly, making him feel as if he had entered a state of unity between man and sword.
    

    

    
      This gift from Yu Haitang was truly too valuable.
    

    

    
      So then, what did she want to gain from him?
    

    

    
      “What secret is hidden within this 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grew even more curious.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the following days, Chen Ming continued to maintain an undefeated record. After defeating Ji Qianxing and Jiang Shihua, he became the undisputed sixth among the younger generation in Jiangzhou.
    

    

    
      With the "Mingfeng Sword," he was like a tiger with wings. No one could pose even the slightest threat to him anymore. Because he performed so steadily, fewer people came to watch in the last two or three days.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, Fan Dongsheng made a comeback and never lost again. He even defeated Jiang Shihua, ending up with two losses and tying with Ji Qianxing.
    

    

    
      The three of them secured the top three spots.
    

    

    
      The remaining two spots weren't decided until the last day. One went to Jiang Shihua, who had three losses, and the other to Li Yuqi of the Wushan Sect, who also had three losses.
    

    

    
      When the final battle ended, the venue erupted in applause.
    

    

    
      This “Azure Cloud Ranking” competition lasted a total of ten days. Nearly every participant faced off against the other forty-nine contestants.
    

    

    
      Such high-intensity, high-frequency combat in such a short time caused many to experience a breakthrough in their strength. Fan Dongsheng was the best example.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were also unexpected incidents. After losing to Chen Ming, Luo Xu withdrew from the competition.
    

    

    
      Many speculated that he couldn’t accept the reality of losing to Chen Ming and thus dropped out.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming knew the truth—he had forcibly broken through a realm and suffered Qi deviation.
    

    

    
      “Congratulations. Your names will remain on the Azure Cloud Ranking, remembered for generations.”
    

    

    
      That short and plump Tower Lord Chu looked kindly at Chen Ming and the other four as he said, “According to the rules of this tower, you may ascend to the second floor and select one martial technique. Now, go ahead.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, only the five of them and Tower Lord Chu were inside the main hall; everyone else was outside.
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua and the others couldn’t wait and rushed up the stairs. Chen Ming stayed behind, and after watching them reach the second floor, he turned around and asked, “Tower Lord, how is Luo Xu’s injury?”
    

    

    
      Tower Lord Chu smiled and said, “He left two days ago. His injuries are not serious.”
    

    

    
      Satisfied with the answer, Chen Ming bowed and headed for the stairs.
    

    

    
      He had a feeling Luo Xu would definitely come looking for him again.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped onto the second floor and saw rows of bookshelves lined with books. The shelves were labeled with categories: Saber, Spear, Sword, Hidden Weapons, Cultivation Methods, and so on.
    

    

    
      At the staircase stood an elderly man with white hair and beard, who looked kindly at him and said, “You have one hour to choose one cultivation method or martial technique. Once you make your choice, you cannot change it.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Senior.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasn’t in a hurry. He walked to the last row of shelves, which was labeled “Sword Techniques.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the long row of shelves, with at least several hundred to over a thousand books, he couldn’t help but be amazed. Just the sword techniques alone were this numerous—no wonder the World’s Number One Tower had such astonishing foundations.
    

    

    
      He casually flipped through a few volumes. Most were second-tier sword techniques. Any one of them, if thrown out casually, would cause people to fight over them.
    

    

    
      After browsing for a while, he inadvertently came across a familiar sword manual—《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》.
    

    

    
      “So it really did come from here.”
    

    

    
      A realization dawned in Chen Ming’s heart, confirming a suspicion he had held.
    

    

    
      That day, when he was looking at the rankings on the first floor, he noticed that in a past edition of the Azure Cloud Ranking, Shang Jianfei’s name appeared—and at the time, he had only ranked second.
    

    

    
      After getting on the Azure Cloud Ranking, Shang Jianfei came here and chose this 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》, and then passed it on to him.
    

    

    
      “Looks like the World’s Number One Tower doesn’t restrict techniques from being passed on.”
    

    

    
      That alone showed great generosity.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming flipped through a few more books but didn’t find any top-tier sword techniques. He knew that level of swordsmanship wouldn’t be placed on the second floor, and couldn’t help but feel a bit disappointed.
    

    

    
      So, he went over to the bookshelf labeled Hidden Weapons.
    

    

    
      There were far fewer manuals on this shelf, only a few dozen.
    

    

    
      He skimmed through them but found none that surpassed the power of the Flying Knife Technique he had already mastered, so he gave up.
    

    

    
      In the end, he went to the shelf for Cultivation Methods and selected a second-tier cultivation method titled 《Guiyuan Art》. It could at most be cultivated to the Fourth Grade, but the inner energy it produced was balanced and neutral, making it easier to switch to another method later on.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming planned to pass it on to Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After the five of them made their selections, they went downstairs.
    

    

    
      Arriving at the main hall on the first floor, he noticed a new ranking board had been put up on the wall. It was the freshly updated Azure Cloud Ranking, and his name was listed in sixth place.
    

    

    
      It looked like he couldn’t shake off the title of the Sixth Man.
    

    

    
      Leaving aside the strength of the top five, just based on their backgrounds, all of them came from major powers. Judging by the talents they had demonstrated, they were undoubtedly key protégés within their respective forces.
    

    

    
      Even if he broke through to the Fourth Grade, he likely wouldn’t challenge those five. One should always pick the low-hanging fruit. In Jiangzhou City, there were plenty of martial artists stuck at the Fourth Grade, unable to break through to the Third Grade. He could just challenge them instead.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, congratulations.”
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming stepped out of the World’s Number One Tower, the first to greet him was Jiang Yingxue.
    

    

    
      There were many people gathered outside today. Besides her, the trio of Zhou Weihao, Li Jinchuan and a few of his fellow disciples, along with Zhao Xiyan and her group, all began to approach at the same time.
    

    

    
      Jiang Yingxue came over to congratulate Chen Ming first before heading off to find her brother. Jiang Shihua’s face darkened upon seeing this. If it weren’t for all the people present, he might have cursed aloud.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, this is my Martial Uncle, and my Senior Brother.”
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan came over to introduce his fellow disciples, looking a little shy.
    

    

    
      He was still young, and Chen Ming understood that—he too had once been young. Smiling, he said, “When Jinchuan lived in my home back in Qingfeng City, he was just like my own younger brother.”
    

    

    
      This was to make their relationship clear.
    

    

    
      Li Jinchuan’s fellow disciples were all very warm and even invited him to visit the Baiyu Sect.
    

    

    
      Naturally, he agreed.
    

    

    
      Then Zhao Xiyan came over, accompanied by a man in his thirties, who immediately said, “Xiyan’s got good taste. Your swordsmanship isn’t bad.”
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      Chen Ming cupped his fists and greeted politely, “Greetings, Fifth Young Master.”
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian waved his hand. “We’re all family here, no need to be so formal. Come, I’ve reserved a place at Tianxiang Tower tonight. I’ll take you there to celebrate.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he pulled Chen Ming along and turned back to Zhao Xiyan, saying, “Junior Sister, don’t worry. We’re just going for drinks. I’ll keep an eye on him tonight and definitely won’t let him spend the night at Tianxiang Tower.”
    

    

    
      “They’re your friends, right? Bring them along. I’ll introduce a few of my friends to you as well.”
    

    

    
      He was referring to Feng Siyuan and the other two.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan and his two companions were somewhat overwhelmed by the honor and quickly responded, “Greetings, Fifth Young Master.”
    

    

    
      “Xuan, you’d better not come. If your father finds out, he’ll break your legs. Go escort your Martial Uncle back…”
    

    

    
      Just like that, Chen Ming was pulled into a carriage by Pan Dingqian in a flurry, along with Feng Siyuan, Zhou Weihao, and Gu Yuantao.
    

    

    
      This son of the Chief Inspector of the Six Doors Authority really was the sociable type.
    

    

    
      After getting into the carriage, he laughed heartily. “Thanks to you, I made a huge profit this time. I can finally go to Tianxiang Tower and meet Miss Peony.”
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming couldn’t remain silent. “I’ve long heard that Miss Peony’s beauty is unmatched. I’ve always wanted to see for myself. Thanks to Fifth Young Master, I finally have the chance to witness her charm.”
    

    

    
      “No need to be so distant. Just call me Fifth Brother like Xiyan does.”
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage, it was mainly the two of them chatting.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan and Zhou Weihao had also frequented entertainment venues before, but now they sat upright, not daring to speak casually.
    

    

    
      Even among sons of aristocratic families, there were hierarchies.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian’s father was not only a First Grade Expert but also a First Grade Inspector of the Six Doors Authority, governing an entire province—a high-ranking official.
    

    

    
      It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that in Jiangzhou, Pan Dingqian was the number one young master of officialdom.
    

    

    
      In front of him, Feng Siyuan and Zhou Weihao were mere small fry.
    

    

    
      They had grown up in such environments and were keenly aware of things like status and rank. Given their family background, they weren’t qualified to associate with this young lord.
    

    

    
      The only reason Pan Dingqian had invited them onto the carriage was entirely because of Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      This point, they understood clearly.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      By the time the carriage arrived at Tianxiang Tower, the sky had already darkened.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian walked in boldly as if he were returning home.
    

    

    
      “Fifth Young Master is here.”
    

    

    
      “You haven’t been around lately. Miss Xue Ning even fell ill…”
    

    

    
      “Fifth Young Master…”
    

    

    
      A group of male attendants and girls quickly gathered around him.
    

    

    
      It was evident that he was indeed a regular at Tianxiang Tower.
    

    

    
      Soon, a charming and graceful mature woman arrived upon hearing the commotion. Her voice came before she did. “Fifth Young Master, you really are heartless. You stopped coming just like that. Poor Xue Ning has been pining for you, unable to eat or drink, and fell ill…”
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian said, “Aunt He, you came at the right time. How much did I owe before? I’ll settle it all today.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he pulled out a stack of silver notes from his chest.
    

    

    
      The woman said helplessly, “Fifth Young Master, don’t I know what kind of person you are? It’s just money…”
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian shook his head. “Business is business. If you don’t clear the account, I won’t come again.”
    

    

    
      “Alright, alright, you win, my ancestor.”
    

    

    
      Only then did the woman call over an accountant.
    

    

    
      In the end, nearly half of the silver notes in Pan Dingqian’s hand were gone. Heaven only knew how much debt he had racked up at Tianxiang Tower.
    

    

    
      No wonder people called brothels money pits—spending there truly burned through silver.
    

    

    
      From the discussions of nearby patrons, Chen Ming learned that Pan Dingqian used to be a regular at Tianxiang Tower and had a favored girl named Xue Ning.
    

    

    
      But three months ago, Pan Dingqian ran into a rival at the tower who mocked him, saying that even the son of a dignified Inspector sought pleasure without paying.
    

    

    
      Since then, Pan Dingqian had never stepped into Tianxiang Tower again.
    

    

    
      Until today, after making a big profit, the first thing he did was come back and settle his old debts.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming truly felt this Fifth Young Master was a wonderful man.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian publicly repaid all his debts today and felt quite triumphant. He turned to Aunt He and said, “Today, my friend here made it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking. We’re here to celebrate him. He’s always admired Miss Peony. Will she be available tonight?”
    

    

    
      “Since Fifth Young Master has spoken, even if she’s not free, we’ll make sure she is. Someone, take Fifth Young Master and the others to the National Beauty Courtyard.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Tianxiang Tower was very large, and the most popular girls each had their own separate courtyards. The National Beauty Courtyard was one of the largest, with pavilions, towers, artificial hills, and flowing water—very elegant.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could tell that Pan Dingqian wanted to see Miss Peony himself. But since he already had a favored girl at Tianxiang Tower, he came under the pretense of celebrating for him.
    

    

    
      Not long after they sat down, the friends Pan Dingqian had mentioned also arrived. There were two men and one woman.
    

    

    
      One was named Xiang Fukang, who looked every bit the wealthy young master.
    

    

    
      Another was named Shi Sikai, simply dressed, with thick hands and feet, and a stern expression. After sitting down, he focused solely on eating.
    

    

    
      The last was a woman named Qin Xiaomei, dressed in men’s clothes, looking quite handsome.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian introduced the three as his sworn siblings.
    

    

    
      Xiang Fukang was quite talkative and soon livened up the mood at the table. After he arrived, even Feng Siyuan and Zhou Weihao, who had been sitting quietly, joined in the conversation.
    

    

    
      As for Qin Xiaomei, she wasn’t much of a talker. After sitting down, she simply drank, cup after cup, as if she came solely to drink. She stood in stark contrast to Shi Sikai, who only ate and didn’t touch a drop of alcohol.
    

    

    
      She didn’t show much interest in others, only occasionally casting a curious glance at Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      After waiting for half an hour, Miss Peony still had not appeared.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian didn’t rush her, as if this was perfectly normal.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan and Zhou Weihao didn’t show any impatience either, instead wearing expressions of anticipation.
    

    

    
      It seemed that for top courtesans, putting on airs was just part of the deal.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was just thinking this when he suddenly heard a tender call from outside, “Pan Lang—”
    

    

    
      A stunningly beautiful woman lifted her skirt and rushed in. Upon seeing Pan Dingqian, she suddenly froze, seemingly entranced, as tears streamed down her face.
    

    

    
      He guessed this must be Miss Xue Ning. Sure enough, she was very pretty—on par with Xiao Zhuyun in terms of looks.
    

    

    
      And there wasn’t the slightest trace of vulgarity about her. One wouldn’t guess she was a courtesan at all.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Pan Dingqian stood up, and Miss Xue Ning finally moved, throwing herself into his arms like a swallow returning to the forest, crying softly.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian lifted her chin, eyes full of affection. “Xue’er, you’ve grown thinner.”
    

    

    
      That line only made her cry harder.
    

    

    
      Clearly a seasoned scoundrel.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After a while, Pan Dingqian calmed her down. Once they sat back down, he began introducing Chen Ming and the others.
    

    

    
      Miss Xue Ning sat beside him and became much more composed, greeting Chen Ming and the rest with courtesy.
    

    

    
      As expected of Tianxiang Tower’s top courtesan, she was a master at setting the mood, making the banquet all the more enjoyable.
    

    

    
      Another quarter of an hour passed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was starting to lose patience. Back in his previous life, he had never waited this long even for an ex-girlfriend. It had been nearly two hours.
    

    

    
      Just then, a domineering voice rang out from outside. “Who the hell are you to block my way?”
    

    

    
      With a bang, several men forced their way in.
    

    

    
      The leader was dressed in black, carried an air of arrogance, and said with a sneer, “Yo, isn’t this the Fifth of the Pan Family? Back again to drink, dine, and whore for free?”
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian slammed down his cup with a bang and said coldly, “Qin San’er, don’t you know the rules? I’ve already reserved the National Beauty Courtyard for tonight. If you’ve got sense, get out.”
    

    

    
      Qin San’er?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming already guessed who this black-clad nobleman was—Third Young Master of the Qin Family, Qin Changyuan. One of the Five Talents of Jiangzhou, ranked third on the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      Among the three major aristocratic families of Jiangzhou, the Qin Family was the head. Only a direct descendant of the Qin Family would dare go against the son of the Inspector.
    

    

    
      Previously, Qin Jinlin, who had gone to Qingfeng City to attend Zhao Shouchang’s Martial Gathering, was merely a collateral relative.
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan laughed like he’d heard a joke. “Hahaha... Pan Lao Wu, do you think Miss Peony is like your Xue Ning? You think just saying you’ve reserved her means she’s yours? There are no such rules in the National Beauty Courtyard. Miss Peony is like a celestial being—she decides who she wants to see. That’s her rule.”
    

    

    
      Then he added, as if remembering something, “Oh, right. You haven’t been to Tianxiang Tower for a few months now. I suppose you didn’t know the rules anymore.”
    

    

    
      With that, Qin Changyuan and his men took seats at another table.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian glanced at Xiang Fukang beside him upon hearing the words. Seeing him nod, his expression turned a bit unpleasant. He was someone who cared deeply about saving face. After being stirred up by Qin Changyuan like that, he felt he had lost face in front of Chen Ming and the others.
    

    

    
      Especially when he heard Qin Changyuan and his few attendants laughing wildly, his anger surged, and he couldn’t help but start to flare up.
    

    

    
      "Fifth Young Master, please calm your anger..."
    

    

    
      At that moment, Aunt He arrived just in time, appeasing Pan Dingqian. "My daughter is new here and can’t afford to offend anyone. I hope Fifth Young Master won’t make things difficult for her."
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian still gave her a bit of face and suppressed his temper, refraining from losing it.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a melodious sound of a xiao flute floated from inside.
    

    

    
      Everyone turned to look and saw that the door to the room had opened at some unknown time. Behind the white veil, a graceful figure sat.
    

    

    
      She had finally come out.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself. As he listened, his emotions were stirred by the sound of the xiao, drawing him into its depths.
    

    

    
      He seemed to see a woman’s inner confusion, worry, and pain from not seeing a path forward—a lonely figure drifting through the chaotic world, suffocated and swallowed in an instant...
    

    

    
      He didn’t know how much time had passed.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming snapped out of it and realized the sound of the xiao had stopped at some point. The courtyard was silent.
    

    

    
      A chill passed through his heart. This xiao melody was highly suspicious!
    

    

    
      Could this be a kind of mental attack?
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian suddenly sighed. "The lady’s xiao is near the Dao itself, like hearing a celestial melody."
    

    

    
      At another table, Qin Changyuan’s gaze was fervently fixed on the figure in the room. "Being able to hear Lady Mudan’s piece tonight—this trip has been truly worthwhile."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at the others and saw the same intoxicated expressions on their faces. He wondered if he had simply been too sensitive?
    

    

    
      At this moment, the veil swayed, and that graceful figure walked out.
    

    

    
      What an absolute beauty.
    

    

    
      She wore a light yellow long dress. Her skin was like jade, her temperament ethereal, and yet her eyes held a tender, affectionate charm that created a sharp contrast.
    

    

    
      This woman evoked a powerful sense of conquest in men.
    

    

    
      This was the second woman who had amazed Chen Ming since his transmigration.
    

    

    
      Once she stepped out, she bowed gracefully. "Greetings, young masters."
    

    

    
      Her gaze shifted and landed on Xue Ning. She added, "Greetings, Sister Xue Ning."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      For some reason, Chen Ming felt that Lady Mudan gave him a faint sense of familiarity. Yet for the moment, he couldn’t recall where that feeling came from.
    

    

    
      Then he heard Qin Changyuan say, "According to the rules of the National Beauty Courtyard, one person from the guests in the courtyard will be chosen. I wonder who the lady will choose tonight?"
    

    

    
      Once these words were spoken, everyone present turned to look at the goddess-like Lady Mudan. Each pair of eyes carried a certain longing and hope.
    

    

    
      Only Aunt He was sweating profusely in anxiety. Choosing one side would offend the other. If conflict arose then, it would be troublesome.
    

    

    
      Had it been another girl, she wouldn’t have worried.
    

    

    
      But this one—she truly had no confidence.
    

    

    
      In this tense atmosphere, Lady Mudan said nothing and turned to leave.
    

    

    
      "She just left?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found it odd. This courtesan was too wilful. She should have at least played mediator or casually picked one side. Even if one side was offended, it would be better than offending both.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a green-clad maid walked out from the room, holding a tray as she came directly to his side. She crouched down and said, "Young Master, please drink this wine."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly felt countless sharp gazes stab toward him, as if trying to pierce him.
    

    

    
      Only then did he realize what this cup of wine represented.
    

    

    
      Should he drink it, or not?
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      Chapter 158 - Spirit-Link Jade
    

    

    
      "Why me?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was confused. Was his aura that striking?
    

    

    
      He had already kept a low profile. Ever since this Mudan girl showed up, he hadn’t said a word. Yet she picked him out at a glance.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, it must be that she, like Yu Haitang, had some hidden agenda toward him…
    

    

    
      Whatever the reason, he was now like meat on the grill.
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan and Pan Dingqian—these two, he couldn’t afford to offend either of them right now.
    

    

    
      Just as he was considering how to refuse, Pan Dingqian beside him burst into laughter. "Hahaha… Brother, you really are lucky with the ladies. What are you still dawdling for? Since this is Mudan girl’s rule, I reckon that Qin Xiaosan won’t do anything to spoil the moment."
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan’s expression turned unpleasant. A flash of hostility glinted in his eyes, but he eventually suppressed it. He drained the wine in his cup in one gulp. "We’re leaving."
    

    

    
      He led his people away.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian laughed even more heartily. "Well, get going then. Don’t keep Mudan girl waiting."
    

    

    
      What could Chen Ming do? Under the envious gazes of others, he drank the wine from the tray, then followed the maid into the room.
    

    

    
      "Please, young master, bathe and change clothes."
    

    

    
      Several young and beautiful maids gathered around him, guiding him to the inner room, where a large wooden tub had already been filled with water. When he touched it, the water was still warm.
    

    

    
      Well, since he was already here…
    

    

    
      Thinking of that famous saying, Chen Ming let the maids deftly strip his clothes and help him into the tub, where he took a comfortable bath.
    

    

    
      After washing, he changed into a fresh set of clean clothes.
    

    

    
      Then, led by the maid, he entered a boudoir. Upon entering, a fragrance akin to orchid and musk filled the air.
    

    

    
      "Please be seated, young master. The young lady will arrive shortly."
    

    

    
      The maid asked him to sit by the desk, then retreated and shut the door behind her.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed a few plates of pastries on the desk. They looked quite delicate. He picked one up and took a bite—tasted good. So he ate a few more.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, footsteps came from outside.
    

    

    
      The door creaked open. Mudan girl walked in, draped in a thin veil, swaying gracefully. That exquisite, aloof face paired with her affectionate gaze reminded him of a term that had once gone viral in his past life—abstinence style.
    

    

    
      Seemingly chaste, yet inherently seductive.
    

    

    
      That contrast—few men could resist it.
    

    

    
      She sat across from Chen Ming and gently adjusted the wick of the oil lamp on the table. Her red lips parted slightly. "Do you know why I chose you?"
    

    

    
      The confusion in Chen Ming’s eyes cleared at once. He said, "I do not."
    

    

    
      Mudan girl’s lips curled into a strange smile. "I just wanted to see what kind of man could become Junior Sister Su’s heart demon."
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Su?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s mind exploded like thunder. In that moment, he understood the vague familiarity he had sensed from this woman.
    

    

    
      It was Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      The same icy skin and jade-like bones, the same cold and distant aura.
    

    

    
      But their eyes—one was clear and pure, the other tender and amorous.
    

    

    
      Moreover, one was a somewhat naive and trusting disciple of Heaven’s Path Alliance who upheld justice. The other was the courtesan of a brothel.
    

    

    
      Even with his vivid imagination, he would never have connected the two.
    

    

    
      He swallowed hard. "The Su Junior Sister you speak of… could it be that Miss Su of Heaven’s Path Alliance?"
    

    

    
      Mudan girl looked at his shocked expression, her smile deepening. "You’re thinking, how could a brothel woman like me possibly be the senior sister of a celestial beauty like Fairy Su, right?"
    

    

    
      "Of course not… I just never would’ve guessed. How is Miss Su now?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally wouldn’t admit to it, and used the opportunity to change the subject.
    

    

    
      Since that last time Su Zhi Ning lost to him for the second time, she had disappeared. No matter how he summoned, she never responded.
    

    

    
      He had no idea where she had gone.
    

    

    
      Truth be told, he was a little worried. Su Zhi Ning might be powerful, but she lacked experience in the martial world. In a place like Jiangzhou City, teeming with hidden dangers, something bad wasn’t impossible.
    

    

    
      Mudan girl didn’t answer. Instead, she asked another question. "Do you know what the cultivation method our Heaven’s Path Alliance practices is called?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head.
    

    

    
      He felt a strange tension in his heart, as if he was about to hear a sky-shattering secret.
    

    

    
      Mudan girl said, "The foundation of Heaven’s Path Alliance lies in a cultivation method called 《Heart of Heaven Manual》. When cultivated to its peak, the heart of heaven becomes one's own heart, and one walks the Heavenly Path as an individual. That is why our sect is named with the characters for Heaven’s Path.
    

    

    
      "To master the 《Heart of Heaven Manual》, one must possess a flawless and sincere heart. However, this cultivation method has a tremendous barrier—closed-door cultivation will never reach Third Grade. Because what is being refined… is the heart.
    

    

    
      "Thus, once disciples of Heaven’s Path Alliance reach Fourth Grade, they must enter the mundane world to temper their hearts amidst worldly dust."  
    

    

    
      As she spoke, her smile grew complicated. "Since you’ve interacted with Junior Sister Su, you naturally know that she’s pure and kind, sometimes even a bit foolish."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming remained silent. He couldn’t very well say something like that about her Junior Sister right to her face.
    

    

    
      Mudan girl continued, "Since ancient times, the purer something is, the more easily it gets tainted. In this world full of filth and mortal desires, to maintain a pure and unblemished sincere heart—how could that be easy? Once the Dao Heart is tainted, naturally one is no longer qualified to inherit the teachings of Heaven’s Path Alliance."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Chen Ming suddenly came to a realization.
    

    

    
      So, this Mudan girl had her Dao Heart tainted during her worldly tempering, which led to her current state.
    

    

    
      No wonder disciples of Heaven’s Path Alliance always had to go out into the world to temper themselves. Even after being assassinated multiple times three hundred years ago, they didn’t change. Turns out, there was a reason they had no choice but to do it.
    

    

    
      He finally understood Heaven’s Path Alliance’s mechanism for cultivating disciples—after reaching Fourth Grade, they would go out into the world. Those who failed, like Mudan girl, would become part of the peripheral forces.
    

    

    
      Only those who succeeded in tempering could become core disciples.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s master sending her to follow him was probably also a form of tempering.
    

    

    
      Wait a minute...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly remembered something and quickly asked, "You just said I became Miss Su’s heart demon—what do you mean by that?"
    

    

    
      Mudan girl saw he had finally caught on and smiled. "That’s exactly what I meant. If she can’t overcome it herself, she’ll end up just like me."
    

    

    
      Like you?
    

    

    
      Surely she wouldn’t get so hopeless as to run off and become a courtesan too?
    

    

    
      Mudan girl seemed to guess his thoughts from his gaze. Her smile vanished, and her eyes narrowed slightly. "You look down on prostitutes?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s scalp instantly went numb. He straightened up and said seriously, "Of course not. In this world, all people are equal in dignity; only their roles differ. Many prostitutes fall into the dust of the world because fate is unjust and they have no other path. One cannot blame them for that. Apart from death, nothing else is greater. To survive, they have no choice.
    

    

    
      "A small number might be drawn to vanity and choose this profession willingly. That too is their right. Everyone has the freedom to choose their path, so long as they do nothing immoral."
    

    

    
      Mudan girl did not speak for a long time after hearing his words.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was somewhat nervous. He couldn’t sense any cultivation from her at all. Either she really was just an ordinary person, or her strength vastly surpassed his.
    

    

    
      He figured it was most likely the latter.
    

    

    
      She had already admitted her Dao Heart was tainted. Who knew if she might suddenly go berserk and attack?
    

    

    
      Better to be cautious.
    

    

    
      After a long while, Mudan girl’s expression softened. "No wonder Junior Sister Su said you often speak with startling clarity. Just for those words alone, I want to grant you a fortunate encounter."
    

    

    
      "This——"
    

    

    
      Isn’t that a bit much?
    

    

    
      Before he could finish the thought, Chen Ming found he couldn’t move or speak.
    

    

    
      This feeling was exactly the same as when Senior Shang subdued him at the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      What the hell is her cultivation?
    

    

    
      Mudan girl said, "Junior Sister Su’s aptitude is exceptionally rare even within our sect. Since joining, she has never lost a battle. Among peers in the same realm, she has no rival and forged an invincible heart. But after twice being defeated by you, it happened to coincide with the critical juncture of breaking into Third Grade. That’s how her heart demon was born.
    

    

    
      "To eliminate this heart demon isn’t hard. She just needs to kill you—then the tribulation will be broken. Are you willing to fulfill Junior Sister Su’s path and die for her?"
    

    

    
      Of course not.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t speak, so he just widened his eyes, letting his emotions speak for him.
    

    

    
      Mudan girl continued, "I suppose you’re not willing. However, Junior Sister Su is the disciple most favored by our Alliance Leader. Even if you’re unwilling, we’ll still have to let you die."
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming understand why she had chosen him. It was to save Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      So what did that make him?
    

    

    
      Voluntarily walking into the trap?
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she changed tone. "However, that is the last resort. If she cannot defeat you with her own power, then even if her Dao Heart is cleansed, it will still be flawed."
    

    

    
      As she spoke, Chen Ming had already been brought into the inner room. Soon, he saw Su Zhi Ning sitting cross-legged on the bed. With the naked eye, it was clear that her condition was very bad.
    

    

    
      The bed’s mosquito net moved despite no wind. Underneath her skin, red blood vessels surfaced. The Gang Qi surrounding her pulsed with each breath, on the verge of losing control.
    

    

    
      The scene left him alarmed.
    

    

    
      What Mudan had said was no exaggeration. Su Zhi Ning’s situation was extremely critical.
    

    

    
      Mudan girl said, "There is another way to save her. Would you like to try?"
    

    

    
      Can I say no?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was helpless. Right now, he couldn’t even move a finger. He couldn’t even activate the Sword Jade imbued with Shang Jianfei’s Sword Intent inside him.
    

    

    
      He was placed on the bed, about a meter apart from Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      Mudan girl said, "As the saying goes, 'Only the one who tied the bell can untie it.' Her heart demon arose because of you. Only you can remove it."
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she pulled out two jade pendants from her bosom and gently caressed them, face full of reluctance.
    

    

    
      In the end, she placed the two jade pendants on the foreheads of Chen Ming and Su Zhi Ning respectively, and said, "These two jade pendants are Spirit-Link Jade. They will let your hearts resonate with each other. What you must do—"
    

    

    
      "—is find a way to dispel her heart demon…"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt her voice grow ethereal and distant...
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      Spirit-Link Jade?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately recalled the rankings of the World’s Number One Tower. Among the heavenly treasures, there was a list called the “Spirit Jade Ranking,” and this Spirit-Link Jade was one of the entries.
    

    

    
      This Spirit-Link Jade allowed minds to communicate; as long as two people each carried a piece of it, they could communicate on a mental level.
    

    

    
      It also had another function: it allowed two people to share the same bed and dream.
    

    

    
      The first time Chen Ming saw this thing, he had even mocked it in his heart.
    

    

    
      This thing was practically a breakup device. Any couple who obtained it would, without a doubt, break up in no time—perhaps even turn against each other.
    

    

    
      Only those blinded by romantic fantasies would find this item beautiful. In truth, for couples, the Spirit-Link Jade was a disaster.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, he now came face to face with this legendary spirit jade.
    

    

    
      One must know, even the “Blood-Soaked Spirit Jade” that Senior Shang had given him, which contained a trace of Sword Intent, could not qualify for the Spirit Jade Ranking.
    

    

    
      This spoke volumes about the value of the Spirit-Link Jade.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming pondered, he suddenly felt a chill between his brows, as if his consciousness had been pulled away by some force.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, everything around him turned pitch black.
    

    

    
      “Where is this…”
    

    

    
      He glanced around and found the scene strangely familiar. Looking up, he saw a starry sky.
    

    

    
      It was a square courtyard, above which stretched the night sky.
    

    

    
      “You lost.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he heard a chillingly familiar voice that startled him. He turned around and saw Su Zhi Ning, dressed in white like freshly fallen snow, standing in the courtyard without him even noticing when she had appeared.
    

    

    
      She had a sword embedded in her chest, knelt on one knee with her head bowed, blood pooling beneath her.
    

    

    
      “You lost.”
    

    

    
      The voice rang out again.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming heard it clearly and cursed inwardly.
    

    

    
      That voice was unmistakably his own.
    

    

    
      “So this is Su Zhi Ning’s dream,”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming speculated.
    

    

    
      The Spirit-Link Jade allowed two people to share a dream. He must have entered Su Zhi Ning’s dream. No, to be precise, this should be her “Heart Demon.”
    

    

    
      He could clearly feel Su Zhi Ning’s life force gradually ebbing away as she knelt there.
    

    

    
      However, he didn’t act rashly. Instead, he began to think—how could he dispel her Heart Demon?
    

    

    
      The same experience could feel very different to different people.
    

    

    
      For him, losing to someone at most meant feeling regret over some lost experience points.
    

    

    
      But for Su Zhi Ning, it was clearly not that simple.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even injured her at the time, but here, it was as if a longsword had pierced her heart. Such a blow was fatal.
    

    

    
      The problem was, he had no idea what he needed to do to help her recover.
    

    

    
      Before he came in, Mudan hadn’t given him any hints either.
    

    

    
      “What now?”
    

    

    
      Looking at Su Zhi Ning bleeding endlessly as she crouched there, Chen Ming was at a loss.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the bridal chamber, Mudan stood before the bed, looking at the two seated on it with an expression neither sad nor joyful.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, her expression shifted slightly. With a wave of her hand, the bed curtains dropped, enclosing the bed.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the door silently opened.
    

    

    
      A veiled woman walked in.
    

    

    
      Mudan gave a slight bow and respectfully asked, “Why have you come personally?”
    

    

    
      “Just to check on you.”
    

    

    
      The veiled woman’s gaze swept over the bed and asked, “Who are those two?”
    

    

    
      “Two people of no importance.”
    

    

    
      “This is… sharing the same bed and dream?” the woman seemed to realize something and said with some surprise, “You actually let them use the Spirit-Link Jade? You should know that once it’s used for shared dreaming, both pieces of the Spirit-Link Jade will be destroyed.”
    

    

    
      A trace of profound sorrow flickered in Mudan’s eyes, mixed with a wild joy—it was an extremely complex emotion.
    

    

    
      She murmured, “Let it be destroyed.”
    

    

    
      The veiled woman mused, “Seems like you’ve finally let that man go. Back when you chose to become the courtesan of Tianxiang Tower, I thought you’d gone mad… I didn’t expect it to actually work.”
    

    

    
      Mudan did not continue this topic and instead asked, “Have you come because there’s news of that matter?”
    

    

    
      The veiled woman said, “Indeed. The False Tomb of the Eternal Life Emperor… it is about to emerge.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      ………………
    

    

    
      Within the dream.
    

    

    
      “You lost.”
    

    

    
      “You lost.”
    

    

    
      “You lost…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The voice echoed continuously through the air, gradually becoming a demonic chant that gnawed at the mind.
    

    

    
      For the first time, Chen Ming loathed his own voice—how irritating it was.
    

    

    
      He racked his brain but came up with no good ideas. Finally, he gritted his teeth and stepped toward the increasingly weakened Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t wait any longer!
    

    

    
      He had to do something—anything was better than nothing.
    

    

    
      “Miss Su.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood in front of her and called out.
    

    

    
      She didn’t respond.
    

    

    
      “Miss Su, it’s me.”
    

    

    
      He called a few more times, but she still didn’t react at all.
    

    

    
      She wasn’t… dead already, was she?
    

    

    
        Chen Ming panicked. He stepped forward and held her face up, lifting her head. He saw that her eyes were tightly shut, her breath faint as gossamer, seemingly completely unconscious.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he sensed the light dimming. Turning his head, he found that the courtyard walls had, at some unknown time, been swallowed by darkness.
    

    

    
      The space was rapidly shrinking. It wouldn’t be long before it was entirely devoured by the dark.
    

    

    
      By then, she would likely be gone.
    

    

    
      And he probably would too.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grew anxious and shouted, “Miss Su, wake up, hey…”
    

    

    
      He slapped her face, pinched her philtrum.
    

    

    
      She still showed no reaction whatsoever.
    

    

    
      In just that brief moment, the space had already halved in size.
    

    

    
      “This won’t do!”
    

    

    
      With a ruthless decision, Chen Ming suddenly reached out and grabbed the sword embedded in her chest, yanking it out forcefully.
    

    

    
      Shhhhk—
    

    

    
      A great spray of blood burst out, soaking him completely.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s body trembled violently. At last, she opened her eyes. Her face was still veiled, revealing only her eyes, which now looked dazed.
    

    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart leapt with joy. He threw the sword aside and asked, “Are you alright?”
    

    

    
      He noticed that the darkness, which had been surging toward the center, suddenly halted and no longer closed in.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s gaze gradually focused, and at last, clarity emerged in her eyes. “You—”
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      The entire space trembled and then began to collapse.
    

    

    
      “What’s happening?”
    

    

    
      Startled, Chen Ming instinctively embraced Su Zhi Ning tightly. In the blink of an eye, they were swallowed by darkness.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When light returned to his vision, Chen Ming saw a figure that was somewhat familiar yet strangely foreign.
    

    

    
      “Is that me?”
    

    

    
      He wasn’t quite sure. It resembled him, but something about it looked indecent. Those lustful eyes—textbook material for a film academy acting class.
    

    

    
      The surroundings also felt familiar.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly recalled—this was the Six Doors Authority in Qingfeng City, inside Du Caiyue’s Yingyue Hall.
    

    

    
      And he understood. This was the scene of his first meeting with Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      And the “him” standing before him was clearly how Su Zhi Ning remembered him.
    

    

    
      Good heavens. So this was how she saw him at their first meeting.
    

    

    
      Then, the scene changed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recognized it instantly—outside the gates of the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion. He had just pushed the door open, turned around, and there again was that lustful, sleazy version of himself.
    

    

    
      Scenes shifted rapidly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found it rather novel, seeing himself from Su Zhi Ning’s perspective. His image changed every time.
    

    

    
      Until that night, when he brought up the “Trolley Problem,” he finally stopped looking so lecherous. He looked normal.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, “So it was from that moment on that my image began to improve in her eyes.”
    

    

    
      After that, his image kept evolving—sometimes slick, sometimes sinister, sometimes brimming with murderous intent…
    

    

    
      Until the night Su Zhi Ning first lost to him, his image underwent a dramatic transformation. Sword Intent soared from his body. Just standing there, he exuded a grandmaster’s demeanor.
    

    

    
      “From this point on, I became tall and imposing in her mind.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming secretly felt pleased.
    

    

    
      At first, you couldn’t care less. Now, you can’t even reach me.
    

    

    
      Eventually, the scene shifted again.
    

    

    
      He recognized it as the moment of their second duel.
    

    

    
      A storm of sword shadows filled the air, then all condensed into a giant sword that pierced everything. The world began to collapse.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched this apocalyptic scene with some confusion. As a disciple of the Heaven's Path Alliance, how could she be so fragile?
    

    

    
      “Forget it, not the time to dwell on that.”
    

    

    
      He began pondering what to do next to restore this world.
    

    

    
      Soon, everything faded, leaving only a small courtyard and Su Zhi Ning kneeling with a sword through her heart.
    

    

    
      Everything returned to how it had started.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the bridal chamber.
    

    

    
      The veiled woman had already departed. Mudan stood by the bed, gazing at the two people lying on it. She noticed a faint crack had appeared on the Spirit-Link Jade between their brows.
    

    

    
      Pain flashed through her eyes. She muttered, “Boy, you don’t have much time left.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Within the dream.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked toward Su Zhi Ning and, without a word, drew out the Mingfeng Sword from her chest. Blood splattered him again.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning woke up once more. When clarity returned to her eyes, her lips moved as if to speak.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed signs of the space beginning to collapse again. He quickly said, “Time is short, listen to me. So what if you lost twice? It’s nothing. I’ll be waiting for you to defeat me…”
    

    

    
      Before he finished, the world collapsed again, plunging everything into darkness.
    

    

    
      Damn it.
    

    

    
      He cursed silently. After a while, vision returned.
    

    

    
      And again, he saw that sleazy, lustful version of himself.
    

    

    
      “Am I really just going to stand here, helplessly watching?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming racked his brain, tried every method, but still couldn’t act. All he could do was watch their interactions from Su Zhi Ning’s point of view, his image shifting each time.
    

    

    
      Until her second defeat, when the world collapsed once more.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When the third cycle began, Chen Ming could feel himself becoming far more ethereal.
    

    

    
        The Spirit-Link Jade likely wouldn’t last much longer.
    

    

    
      “There must be a way!”
    

    

    
      He racked his brain desperately.
    

    

    
      This was Su Zhi Ning’s dreamscape.
    

    

    
      He was probably just a wisp of thought; it was entirely impossible to influence her dream. The problem was that she only regained consciousness for less than two seconds…
    

    

    
      Was he to just watch this dream world collapse?
    

    

    
      He knew that if things continued this way, it was only a matter of time before the dream completely disintegrated.
    

    

    
      “Mudan girl really went too far. What’s the point of sending me into the dream? If she had brought in a Second Grade expert, maybe they could use Sword Intent to affect this dream…”
    

    

    
      Sword Intent?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly recalled the “Sword Jade” that Senior Shang had given him. His heart stirred. If he could draw out the Sword Intent within the Sword Jade, perhaps…
    

    

    
      Ever since he had obtained that Sword Jade, he had been comprehending the Sword Intent within it every night. Even after fully mastering the 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》, he hadn’t stopped.
    

    

    
      His reasoning was simple—if he could grasp Sword Intent in advance, how much experience value could that save?
    

    

    
      However, due to limitations in cultivation, he was still far from actually mastering Sword Intent. At the very least, he would need to reach Third Grade.
    

    

    
      “Come on!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming began to simulate the mood of that Sword Intent in his mind.
    

    

    
      The closer his state of mind aligned with the Sword Intent, the more he could comprehend from it.
    

    

    
      Gradually, he seemed to sense that Sword Intent.
    

    

    
      “Success!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the bridal chamber.
    

    

    
      Mudan saw that three cracks had already formed on the Spirit-Link Jade and furrowed her brows deeply. With some disappointment, she thought, “Looks like it won’t work…”
    

    

    
      Just then, she suddenly sensed something and fixed her gaze on Chen Ming’s chest.
    

    

    
      She felt a terrifying Sword Intent emanating from it.
    

    

    
      Her eyes narrowed. “Sword Intent of a Divine Repository Realm expert?”
    

    

    
      This brat… actually had a Divine Repository Realm figure backing him.
    

    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    

    
      Mudan abruptly looked toward Su Zhi Ning and clearly sensed her aura weakening.
    

    

    
      “So that’s it… using Sword Intent to sever her Heart Demon…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the dream.
    

    

    
      The scene once again returned to their second duel.
    

    

    
      When that massive sword appeared, Chen Ming finally sensed that Sword Intent again and shouted, “Break for me!”
    

    

    
      Instantly, that giant sword faltered, and from its tip, it began to crack, fragmenting bit by bit, until it dissolved into nothingness.
    

    

    
      Within the dream, the atmosphere of despair and killing intent vanished, transforming into a lingering tenderness and touching affection.
    

    

    
      This was the lingering power left behind by that Sword Intent.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming waited for a while. Seeing that the dream hadn’t collapsed and Su Zhi Ning stood there stunned but unharmed, he was overjoyed. “Looks like it worked.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, he felt something shatter, and his entire body, like a soap bubble, vanished.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning, still standing there, finally reacted. She raised her hand and touched her face. Looking at her fingers, she saw blood.
    

    

    
      It was from being cut across the air by the Sword Intent Chen Ming had unleashed moments ago.
    

    

    
      She closed her eyes. That ambient aura of unspeakable longing and reluctance to part seemed to envelop her.
    

    

    
      From the corner of her eye, a single tear fell.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened his eyes and saw the shattered Spirit-Link Jade.
    

    

    
      He realized he had returned to reality. Across from him, Su Zhi Ning had calmed down. The blood traces beneath her skin had vanished, her aura extremely weak but peaceful.
    

    

    
      It looked like she was alright.
    

    

    
      Turning his head, he saw the bridal chamber was empty. That Mudan girl was nowhere to be found.
    

    

    
      If not now, then when?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly got out of bed and tiptoed out of the room.
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      After Chen Ming left, Mudan, veiled in a layer of light gauze, returned to the room. Watching in the direction he had departed, she closed the door.
    

    

    
      Since she knew he possessed the Sword Intent of a Divine Repository Realm expert, she naturally had to avoid him for now.
    

    

    
      She returned to the room and looked at Su Zhi Ning, who was sitting cross-legged on the bed. Though she had returned to normal, she remained extremely weak. Mudan didn’t know what to think.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned directly to the Feng Residence. Upon inquiry, he discovered that Feng Siyuan hadn’t returned. Presumably, he would spend the night at Tianxiang Tower.
    

    

    
      A seasoned frequenter of such places would surely stay the night in a pleasure house like this.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned to his own tranquil little courtyard, caressed the "Sword Jade" in his bosom, and recalled the night’s events, finding them truly bizarre.
    

    

    
      The courtesan of the brothel turned out to be a disciple of the Heaven's Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      The core cultivation method of Heaven's Path Alliance actually had such a massive hidden flaw.
    

    

    
      After losing to him twice, Su Zhi Ning developed a Heart Demon and nearly perished.
    

    

    
      Then there was the Spirit-Link Jade, the Sharing the Same Bed and Dream, the Sword Intent slashing through the Heart Demon...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sensed the Sword Intent within the Sword Jade—it was still there. He felt a wave of relief.
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      This Sword Intent was his greatest talisman. He dared to come to Jiangzhou City and participate in the Azure Cloud Ranking competition, dared to meet Yu Haitang, dared to keep the appointment with Pan Dingqian—all because he had this to rely on.
    

    

    
      If it had been expended just like that, he would have been heartbroken.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat cross-legged on the bed, placed the Sword Jade against his forehead, and continued to comprehend the Sword Intent within.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In a flash, morning arrived the next day.
    

    

    
      After freshening up, Chen Ming went next door to check on the two newly acquired maids. After a full day and night of rest, their condition had visibly improved, and some color had returned to their cheeks.
    

    

    
      These two maids also practiced martial arts. Though their cultivation was only at the Ninth Grade, their physiques were robust, allowing for quicker recovery.
    

    

    
      “Greetings, Young Master.”
    

    

    
      They were both already awake. Upon seeing him enter, they immediately sat up and saluted.
    

    

    
      Hearing their sweet voices lifted Chen Ming’s mood quite a bit. He smiled and said, “No need for formalities. Stay lying down. How are you feeling?”
    

    

    
      “Thanks to the Young Master’s care, this servant feels much better.”
    

    

    
      “We must also congratulate the Young Master for ranking sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking and becoming renowned throughout Jiangzhou.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “You two already heard?”
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang said, “It spread throughout the entire residence yesterday.”
    

    

    
      “All right, get some more rest then.”
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was about to leave, Dongxiang suddenly spoke, “Young Master, you’d best be cautious of someone.”
    

    

    
      He asked, “Who?”
    

    

    
      “Qin Changyuan.”
    

    

    
      The name surprised him somewhat. He asked curiously, “Why?”
    

    

    
      Dongxiang said, “Ever since that man laid eyes on the Young Miss, he has been utterly infatuated. He’s narrow-minded. If he learns that the Young Miss views you differently, he will surely go mad with jealousy. Who knows what he might do.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recalled Qin Changyuan’s behavior from last night and knew her words weren’t false.
    

    

    
      “Actually, I already saw this person last night. He seems to be at odds with Pan Dingqian.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Qiuxiang added, “The Qin Family is the foremost aristocratic family in Jiangzhou, a model of local power. No matter who is appointed Inspector of Jiangzhou, the Qin Family always opposes them.”
    

    

    
      With that, Chen Ming understood.
    

    

    
      The court established the Six Doors Authority to suppress local aristocratic families and sect forces.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors Authority personnel, driven by KPIs, were destined to clash with local powers. Conflict between the two was the norm.
    

    

    
      Places like Qingfeng City, where martial arts had declined and the local families and sects were completely suppressed by the Six Doors Authority, were extremely rare.
    

    

    
      In Jiangzhou, there were no fewer than seven forces that possibly harbored experts above the First Grade. It would be strange if a Six Doors Authority Inspector, typically a First Grade expert, could suppress all local powers.
    

    

    
      Thus, Qin Changyuan dared to act so arrogantly before Pan Dingqian. He wanted the people of Jiangzhou to know that the Qin Family did not fear that Inspector from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded and said, “I understand. You two get some good rest.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just stepped out of the courtyard when he saw the steward of the Feng Family waiting outside.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, someone is here to see you, waiting in the hall.”
    

    

    
      “All right, I’ll go over now.”
    

    

    
      He entered the outer sitting hall and saw a beautiful young girl, dressed in light red garments.
    

    

    
      The girl was dressed as a maid. Upon seeing him, she bowed and said, “Young Master, my mistress invites you.”
    

    

    
      He asked, “Your mistress is?”   
    

    

    
      The girl handed over a calling card.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took it and saw that it was indeed from Yu Haitang. He said, “Please, lead the way.”
    

    

    
      He was actually quite curious about the secret she had mentioned a few days ago regarding the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》.
    

    

    
      The maid led him out of the Feng Residence, where a carriage was waiting outside.
    

    

    
      Once they were inside the carriage, Chen Ming asked, “What should I call you?”
    

    

    
      “Young Master may call this servant Mei’er.”
    

    

    
      The style of the name made it clear she was from the same group as Lan’er and Zhu’er. Plum, Orchid, Bamboo, and Chrysanthemum—there should be a Ju’er as well.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had previously heard Jiang Yingxue mention Yu Haitang’s background and past. She had nearly been killed by members of her own family and had fled to Jiangzhou with her aunt to seek refuge.
    

    

    
      It sounded quite tragic, yet she could afford such excellent maids and had even subdued a young talent like Ji Qianxing. As soon as she made a move, it was with a divine weapon like the “Mingfeng Sword.”
    

    

    
      Moreover, judging from her tone, she seemed to have a way to learn peerless cultivation methods.
    

    

    
      Just her aunt becoming the wife of the Sect Master of the Cangyue Sect probably wouldn’t have been enough to accomplish all that.
    

    

    
        All in all, this woman was very mysterious.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      This time, Chen Ming was taken to a secluded residence. Within a refined garden, he saw Yu Haitang, dressed in a long green dress.
    

    

    
      Behind her stood another yellow-clad maid, presumably the one named Ju’er.
    

    

    
      This was their third meeting. When Chen Ming saw her, his heart still skipped a beat—somehow, every time he saw her, he found her breathtaking.
    

    

    
      Unconsciously, he compared her to Mudan, whom he had seen last night, and felt that Yu Haitang had the edge.
    

    

    
      “Sit.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang, unaware that he was comparing her to a courtesan, invited him to sit. The maid behind her promptly served tea.
    

    

    
      “Your strength is much greater than I imagined.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang sized him up with interest. “Even Qianxing was no match for you. You’ve truly surprised me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming humbly said, “You flatter me, Miss.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, “Qianxing said his brother Ji Baichuan’s swordsmanship at your current cultivation level was far inferior to yours. With such talent, it would be a shame not to join the Nine Extremes Sword Sect.”
    

    

    
      He said, “Miss didn’t invite me here just to say that, right?”
    

    

    
      “What do you want to know?”
    

    

    
      “What do you know? Related to the 《Primordial Fire True Art》.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang suddenly asked an unrelated question, “Do you know of the Eternal Life Emperor?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s gaze became somewhat suspicious. “You mean, this cultivation method is related to the Eternal Life Emperor?”
    

    

    
      That was a bit much, wasn’t it?
    

    

    
      The Eternal Life Emperor was the only long-living being recorded in official history.
    

    

    
      Though the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 was powerful, it seemed unlikely to be connected to the Eternal Life Emperor.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang continued, “You’ve likely heard the rumors about the nine False Tombs of the Eternal Life Emperor. So far, five of them have emerged. What many don’t know is that the fifth tomb contains clues to the sixth one, pinpointing its location in present-day Jiangzhou.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t interrupt and listened quietly.
    

    

    
      “Do you know when the fifth tomb appeared?”
    

    

    
      He shook his head.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, “Just over five hundred years ago. At the time, in order to seize this tomb, the royal family of the previous dynasty mobilized nearly all their top experts. Though they ultimately obtained the treasure within, they suffered heavy losses and planted the seeds of their downfall.”
    

    

    
      “Now, five hundred years later, various sects and aristocratic families have sent people to Jiangzhou in search of the tomb, but after many years, they’ve found nothing.”
    

    

    
      “However, I was lucky. At age ten, my uncle gave me a gift—《Primordial Wood True Art》. A few years later, one night, a mysterious expert abducted me, and I unintentionally learned a secret.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang paused, then said, “That mysterious expert’s surname was Mu. He hailed from a hidden clan that had guarded a location for generations. It was related to the Eternal Life Emperor.”
    

    

    
      “Allegedly, their ancestor was a personal guard of the Eternal Life Emperor. This ancestor, along with four others, each guarded a key. Combined, the five keys could open the Eternal Life Emperor’s mausoleum.”
    

    

    
      “These five families were each entrusted with a cultivation method by the Eternal Life Emperor—《Primordial Wood True Art》, 《Primordial Fire True Art》, 《Primordial Water True Art》, 《Primordial Metal True Art》, and 《Primordial Earth True Art》.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming didn’t even know where to begin his complaints.
    

    

    
      The Eternal Life Emperor had existed eight thousand years ago. That’s at least several hundred generations. And they’d all obey the ancestral command to faithfully guard the key?
    

    

    
      Surely, someone would have taken the key, sought out the other four families, and opened the Eternal Life Emperor’s tomb. Legend had it the secret of eternal life was hidden within—who wouldn’t be tempted?
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang continued, “One of those families met with misfortune and was wiped out. Their cultivation method eventually spread and became known as the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》. The person who learned it caught the attention of the Sea-Calming King and became his subordinate.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, finally they’re getting to the main point.
    

    

    
      “However, the version he learned was incomplete—missing the techniques above Third Grade. The Sea-Calming King mobilized forces to help him seek out the remainder. That Sea-Calming King was no ordinary man. Not only did he find the complete method, he also discovered the secret guarded by the family…”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming couldn’t help but think—
    

    

    
      If that were true, then the death of the Sea-Calming King was related to the False Tomb of the Eternal Life Emperor?
    

    

    
      That actually made sense. Only a secret of that level could cause a royal prince to die so mysteriously.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang continued, “Unfortunately, he trusted the wrong person and met a tragic end. Twenty years have passed, and now you’ve appeared, possessing the 《Primordial Fire True Art》. Naturally, those who know of the Sea-Calming King’s past will be drawn to you.”
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      After Chen Ming finished listening to what Yu Haitang said, he remained silent for a long time before finally asking a crucial question, “Why are you telling me all this, Miss?”
    

    

    
      That day, when he and Su Zhi Ning barged into the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion, Shang Jianfei and Su Zhi Ning’s master each gave him an item. Moreover, Su Zhi Ning was instructed to stay by his side under the pretense of protection, but in truth, it was surveillance. From that, he had already guessed that the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 he cultivated was highly significant.
    

    

    
      He had received such a huge benefit, yet the only price required was that, after breaking through to Fourth Grade, he would need to help Shang Jianfei with a task.
    

    

    
      He knew something was very wrong here. Therefore, after the “Azure Cloud Ranking” battle, even though his experience points had already accumulated enough to elevate the 《True Art of Two Principles》 to the sixth layer and break through to Fourth Grade, he held back.
    

    

    
      Since he was well aware that the matter Shang Jianfei wanted him to handle was surely dangerous, he naturally needed to delay.
    

    

    
      Now, hearing what Yu Haitang just revealed, the two sides corroborated each other. He felt that her words had a high degree of credibility.
    

    

    
      Even if she had concealed some key details, the matter concerning the death of the Sea-Calming King and the 《Primordial Fire True Art》 were likely true.
    

    

    
      What puzzled Chen Ming was, why would she divulge such a significant secret to him?
    

    

    
      What was her motive?
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang looked at the wary and guarded expression on his face and seemed to find it amusing. She smiled and said, “Do you think I covet the False Tomb of the Eternal Life Emperor?”
    

    

    
      He countered, “Isn’t that the case?”
    

    

    
      “I do have some self-awareness. Every time the False Tomb of the Eternal Life Emperor appears, it attracts countless Divine Repository Realm experts to compete, even those old monsters who haven’t shown themselves for centuries. Anyone below the Divine Repository Realm has no qualification to vie for it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming really wanted to ask her, It couldn’t be that you’re into me, right? But thinking of how ruthless this woman was—even her personal maid who had served her since childhood had her leg broken without hesitation—he merely entertained the thought in his mind.
    

    

    
      Seeing the suspicion on his face, Yu Haitang said, “My goal is very simple, just to muddy the waters.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, the tea had already gone cold. Two maids came over to help them change the tea.
    

    

    
      After the maids left, she continued, “You must have looked into my identity by now, right?”
    

    

    
      Immediately, she saw the answer on the man’s face before her and spoke softly, “The influence of the Yu Family is beyond your imagination. Even after Aunt took me to hide in Jiangzhou, the Yu Family did not let us go. When I was fifteen, Pan Zhiyuan had just been transferred to Jiangzhou and conveyed a message to my aunt—ordering that I must not break through to Third Grade. He said it was the will of the Yu Family.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew that Pan Zhiyuan was the name of the First Grade Inspector of the Six Doors Authority in Jiangzhou.
    

    

    
      For a First Grade expert, a regional high official to deliver such a message personally, showed just how terrifying the Yu Family’s influence was.
    

    

    
      When Yu Haitang spoke up to this point, a trace of ferocity flashed in her eyes. “That old bastard dared to threaten me? Then I’ll overturn the skies of Jiangzhou and ensure he has no grave to rest in.”
    

    

    
      Seeing her so murderous, Chen Ming felt a bit of admiration.
    

    

    
      Ordinary people, when threatened by such a powerful figure, would likely be scared out of their wits. She, however, was not afraid and only thought about how to retaliate.
    

    

    
      She was certainly courageous.
    

    

    
      Moreover, if everything she said was true, it was indeed possible for her to shake Jiangzhou to its core. When that time came, if all the top-tier experts emerged at once, Pan Zhiyuan as a lone First Grade would not be able to hold the line.
    

    

    
      If he intervened, he might die on the spot.
    

    

    
      If he didn’t, the imperial court would question him afterward, and he still wouldn’t escape punishment.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly said, “There’s something I don’t understand.”
    

    

    
      Once she looked over, he asked, “Isn’t it just a False Tomb? Why would all those top-tier experts scramble to seize it?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang, upon hearing the question, sized him up for a moment as if puzzled. “Your master didn’t tell you any of this?”
    

    

    
      Master? Only if I had one.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt rather helpless. Lately, many people seemed to assume he had a mysterious master behind him, which explained his rapid cultivation progress.
    

    

    
      The difference was, everyone imagined this mysterious master a bit differently.
    

    

    
      He shook his head. “No.”
    

    

    
      Of course, this kind of assumption was beneficial to him, so he certainly wouldn’t be foolish enough to deny it.
    

    

    
      If everyone believed he had a powerful master behind him, they would hesitate to act against him. They wouldn’t dare to kill him lightly.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, “Throughout his life, the Eternal Life Emperor was obsessed with exploring the path to immortality. It’s said that before his disappearance, he had discovered a total of nine methods for achieving immortality. However, each of these nine methods had major flaws, so he sealed them away separately.”
    

    

    
      At this point, she glanced at Chen Ming across the table and nodded. “That’s right, the places where those nine methods were sealed are the so-called False Tombs. The ignorant masses believe they’re mausoleums built by the Eternal Life Emperor, but in fact, they are sites of sealing.”
    

    

    
      “So that’s it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming inhaled sharply, finally realizing the true value of the Eternal Life Emperor’s False Tombs—within them were sealed the methods of immortality.
    

    

    
      No wonder those top-tier experts were willing to risk everything to seize them.
    

    

    
      Even with tremendous flaws, the lure of immortality was enough to drive those nearing the end of their lives into madness.
    

    

    
      This was truly troublesome.
    

    

    
      His 《Primordial Fire True Art》 seemed to be a very crucial element. Whether he liked it or not, he would be drawn into this vortex.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a headache coming on.
    

    

    
      After a while, he thought of something else and asked, “Now that five of the False Tombs have already emerged, who obtained the items inside?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang shook her head. “I don’t know who acquired them initially. But I do know where those immortality methods are now.”
    

    

    
      “Where?”
    

    

    
      “With the Demon Lords of the Cult of Eternal Life.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      That answer was too unexpected. Chen Ming was momentarily stunned.
    

    

    
      It turned out to be the Cult of Eternal Life?
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang seemed to enjoy watching his shocked expression, her eyes curling into a smile. “Otherwise, where do you think the name ‘Cult of Eternal Life’ came from? When the Eternal Life Emperor’s first False Tomb was opened, the person who obtained one of the immortality methods founded the Cult of Eternal Life—to perfect that method.
    

    

    
      “Afterward, whenever a False Tomb was revealed, it would attract countless experts to fight over it. Those who managed to acquire a method of immortality, without exception, all joined the Cult of Eternal Life. Each time, the cult would gain a new Demon Lord.
    

    

    
      “For thousands of years, those Demon Lords of the Cult of Eternal Life were either suppressed or killed. Yet they never truly died out. Every few centuries, a new Demon Lord would reappear. That’s precisely why those old monsters pay so much attention to the False Tombs. The moment one appears, they will fight for it—to seek eternal life.”
    

    

    
      Well then.
    

    

    
      So the Cult of Eternal Life was the enemy of the world because they possessed methods of immortality, and others wanted to steal them. That’s why they were branded a demonic cult, hunted by all.
    

    

    
      Of course, the Cult of Eternal Life wasn’t exactly innocent either. With factions like the Blood Demon Sect within it, being labeled as heretics wasn’t entirely unjustified.
    

    

    
      This showed that some of those methods of immortality were extremely twisted.
    

    

    
      Judging from the techniques of the Blood Demon Sect, it was clearly a path of consuming others for longevity. The other methods were probably just as bad. No wonder the Eternal Life Emperor chose to seal them away.
    

    

    
      To learn all these secrets today truly made this visit worthwhile.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at the dazzlingly beautiful woman before him and asked, “Thank you, Miss, for telling me all this. I wonder what you would like me to do?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang picked up her teacup, took a sip, and smiled. “I don’t need you to do anything for me. Just inform me before you break through to Fourth Grade.”
    

    

    
      “Just that?”
    

    

    
      “Just that.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming agreed readily and said sincerely, “When the time comes, I will be sure to inform you in advance.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang set down her teacup and said, “The tea has gone cold.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up the tea and drank it in one gulp, then got up to take his leave.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming left, Yu Haitang remained seated in the courtyard, as if waiting for someone.
    

    

    
      After a while, a woman wearing a veiled hat walked over gracefully and stood beside her. “You told him all these things—aren’t you afraid he’ll sell you out?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang smiled. “He won’t.”
    

    

    
      “Why are you so sure?”
    

    

    
      “He’s not like you all. He’s a good man.”
    

    

    
      The woman wearing the veiled hat was stunned. “A good man?”
    

    

    
      That reason was far too absurd.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said softly, “In this world, people like him who still possess kindness in their hearts, a sense of compassion, and repay even the smallest kindness with great gratitude—such good men are few and far between. I also want to see if someone like him, when caught in a deathtrap, can still remain a good man……”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming returned to the Feng Residence, Feng Siyuan had already come home and was there enjoying a bowl of lotus seed soup. Seeing him return, he winked and said, “The steward said you came back last night. Afraid that Miss Zhao would be unhappy?”
    

    

    
      He didn’t want to take the bait and asked instead, “Where are Brother Zhou and Brother Gu?”
    

    

    
      “They went back long ago. Unlike me, their families have high expectations for them. They came here with elders and wouldn’t dare spend the night in a brothel.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming then asked, “When do you plan to return?”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan scratched his ear. “Didn’t I tell you? I’m not going back this time. My father wants me to take care of affairs in Jiangzhou City. And to get the marriage done.”
    

    

    
      “Marriage?”
    

    

    
      “Someone like me, naturally had an engagement arranged early on. The wedding was set last year—it’ll be in six months. You’d better come and have a cup of wedding wine.”
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      After finishing the lotus seed soup, Feng Siyuan yawned, patted Chen Ming on the shoulder, and said with a mischievous grin, “Brother Chen, news of you spending the night at the National Beauty Courtyard has probably already spread throughout Jiangzhou City. These kinds of romantic tales are hard to keep secret. You’d better think about how to apologize to Miss Zhao. I’m off to bed now, won’t keep you company.”
    

    

    
      With that, he ran off.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t care much about it. He was about to return to his courtyard to read when he saw the steward approaching. “Young Master Chen, several guests arrived early and have been waiting in the front hall.”
    

    

    
      “Who are they?”
    

    

    
      “The leading woman is surnamed Xiao, claiming to be a disciple of the Xiaoshui Sect.”
    

    

    
      Ah, the Xiaoshui Sect—indeed an old acquaintance.
    

    

    
      He smiled. “Indeed, familiar faces. Please let them in.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the front hall of the Feng Residence, several young and beautiful female disciples were seated.
    

    

    
      The tea had already been changed several times.
    

    

    
      One of the female disciples had grown impatient. “What’s taking so long? Isn’t this a bit too much of an attitude? Senior Sister Huo, aren’t you an old acquaintance of this Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      This young female disciple had only recently joined the sect. Her surname was Sun, and her family had some connections. She had grown up domineering and hadn’t changed after joining the sect.
    

    

    
      Before Huo Qianqian could speak, Lu Minci, who usually got along well with her, interjected, “Junior Sister Sun, please be patient. Young Master Chen is now listed on the Azure Cloud Ranking—he’s not who he used to be. Just wait a little longer.”
    

    

    
      The disciple surnamed Sun muttered something under her breath but said no more.
    

    

    
      Lu Minci raised her eyebrows—truly, no manners at all. She couldn’t help but glance at the Senior Sister seated at the head, only to see her still absent-minded.
    

    

    
      Normally, at times like this, Senior Sister would have already spoken up to reprimand this unruly Junior Sister. But today, she was acting quite out of character.
    

    

    
      Lu Minci sighed inwardly. In truth, ever since Senior Sister entered Jiangzhou City, she had been like this.
    

    

    
      As for the reason, she knew it all too well.
    

    

    
      Back then, she had accompanied Senior Sister to Qingfeng City. She had personally witnessed the interactions between Senior Sister and Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Senior Sister had initially thought very highly of Chen Ming—an ordinary background, outstanding talent, and a good reputation. The problem was, the daughter of Inspector Zhao had also taken a liking to him.
    

    

    
      Lu Minci knew that when Senior Sister chose to give him up, her heart had been full of conflict. But there was nothing to be done. How could she possibly compete with Zhao Xiyan?
    

    

    
      But who could have expected that in just over a year, Chen Ming, who had only been somewhat well-known in Qinghe City, had now become ranked sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking, famed throughout Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      They had journeyed all the way from Yujie County. On the road, some unexpected incidents delayed them, so they missed the battle for the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      Along the way, they heard scattered bits of news—rumors that Chen Ming’s name had appeared in the Azure Cloud Ranking battle. Everyone assumed it was someone with the same name.
    

    

    
      But as they drew closer to Jiangzhou City, the news became more frequent. They realized that the one who had performed brilliantly in the Azure Cloud Ranking battle was indeed the same Chen Ming they knew.
    

    

    
      Yesterday, they finally arrived in Jiangzhou City and saw with their own eyes the latest Azure Cloud Ranking. The name in sixth place was none other than Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Those who had gone to Qinghe City together back then were all utterly shocked.
    

    

    
      Lu Minci didn’t know how Senior Sister felt at that moment, whether she regretted giving up on that man.
    

    

    
      All she knew was that when their master heard about it, he immediately instructed them to visit Chen Ming. At the time, Senior Sister’s face had been pale, without a trace of blood.
    

    

    
      Senior Sister must be feeling terribly humiliated at this moment.
    

    

    
      Lu Minci glanced again at Huo Qianqian beside her and sighed once more in her heart.
    

    

    
      Others didn’t know, but she was the closest to this Junior Sister—how could she not guess Huo Junior Sister’s feelings?
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming had already soared into the sky, becoming someone they could only look up to from afar. Even the courtesan of Tianxiang Tower had fallen for him...
    

    

    
      “Apologies, Chen has come late.”
    

    

    
      With a clear voice coming from outside the door, Chen Ming’s tall figure appeared at the entrance, a warm smile on his face—just like before.
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      Chen Ming once again saw Huo Qianqian, and felt quite happy. Once a person had achieved success and fame, they would naturally wish to see old friends from the past.
    

    

    
      However, he first greeted Xiao Zhuyun. “Miss Xiao, it has been many years since we last met, and your elegance remains unchanged.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun did not lose her composure. After rising and saluting with a gathered robe, she said, “I just entered the city yesterday. I heard that Brother Chen made a stunning display at the World’s Number One Tower, undefeated among peers, and ranked on the Azure Cloud Ranking. I came specifically to offer my congratulations.”
    

    

    
      “Miss Xiao, you’re very kind.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming look toward the last-seated Huo Qianqian. “Junior Sister Huo, I hope you’ve been well.”
    

    

    
      Earlier, in front of the disciples of the Xiaoshui Sect, it wasn’t appropriate to call her ‘Junior Sister’—lest they get the wrong idea. But now things were different; he didn’t need to care about such matters.
    

    

    
      That one call of ‘Junior Sister’ instantly brought tears to Huo Qianqian’s eyes. She bowed.
    

    

    
      She knew better than anyone else—her grandfather had never taken him as a disciple, nor taught him any martial arts. His willingness to call her ‘Junior Sister’ was in remembrance of their past friendship.
    

    

    
      She thought again of those autumn mornings in that courtyard fragrant with osmanthus, where she repeatedly lost to Chen Ming’s sword. That feeling of indignation and refusal to accept defeat, holding back a breath wanting to win it back.
    

    

    
      It was just a few years ago, yet it felt so long ago.
    

    

    
      Those present, upon hearing Chen Ming call Huo Qianqian ‘Junior Sister’, were all a bit surprised if they didn’t know the background. No one had expected such a connection between Junior Sister Huo (or Senior Sister) and this Young Master Chen.
    

    

    
      Everyone sat down again. Huo Qianqian was pulled to sit just below Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      He asked, “You’ve arrived travel-worn—where did you come from? You even missed the Azure Cloud Ranking competition.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun said, “It’s a long story. We came from Yujie County, ran into some trouble on the way, got delayed, and ended up missing the Azure Cloud Ranking competition.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked with concern, “No one was hurt, I hope?”
    

    

    
      “Just one of my martial aunts sustained a minor injury, nothing serious.”
    

    

    
      “Then that’s good.”
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      About one incense stick’s time later, a servant came in and whispered a few words into Chen Ming’s ear.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun seized the moment to say, “We should take our leave now.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t try to keep them. He escorted them to the main gate.
    

    

    
      After sending them off and just about to return to his courtyard, he saw Huo Qianqian returning alone. “There’s something I think I should tell you.”
    

    

    
      “Mm, go ahead.”
    

    

    
      “I ran into Deng Ziyang in Yujie County. He’s already joined the Demonic Sect. If you ever meet him again, you’d better be careful.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, I already knew that—can’t you tell me something I don’t know?
    

    

    
      “Is that so?” He still played along.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian continued, “He even caused a scene at Second Senior Sister’s wedding, abducted her, and injured Martial Aunt Wang. He’s not the same person anymore. You’d best be on guard.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming earnestly said, “I understand. Thank you for specially telling me this.”
    

    

    
      At last, he learned the follow-up.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang hadn’t let him down—he had actually succeeded in crashing the wedding and taking the bride.
    

    

    
      It seemed that the 《Blood Demon Scripture》 truly was a shortcut to power. In just this short time, Deng Ziyang could already injure that Martial Aunt Wang from the Xiaoshui Sect.
    

    

    
      That woman was a proper Fourth Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      After speaking, Huo Qianqian left.
    

    

    
      Outside the gate, she saw her fellow disciples waiting for her.
    

    

    
      She walked over quickly and said apologetically, “Sorry.”
    

    

    
      Lu Minci had already seen through everything and asked, “Did you find it?”
    

    

    
      “Found it.” Huo Qianqian opened her palm, revealing a jade pendant.
    

    

    
      The junior sister surnamed Sun pouted, “It’s not even something valuable. If it’s lost, so what? Why’d we have to wait here under the scorching sun——”
    

    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun cut her off, sweeping her gaze sternly. “What is the seventh rule of our sect? Do you still remember?”
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Sun feared her but was unwilling to yield, pursing her lips and staying silent.
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun’s expression grew even colder. “Copy the sect rules ten times when we return. Submit them to me by today.”
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Sun protested, her neck stiff, “Why should I?”
    

    

    
      “Twenty times!”
    

    

    
      She wanted to say more, but a senior sister beside her tugged her sleeve, and finally, she didn’t dare talk back. She lowered her head, aggrieved.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Zhuyun said no more and led the group of junior sisters away.
    

    

    
      ——
    

    

    
      In the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw Su Zhi Ning in a snow-white outfit sitting on a stone bench. Sunlight filtered through the leaves of the large tree, casting dappled shadows over her.
    

    

    
      With joy on his face, he said, “Miss Su, you’re all right already?”
    

    

    
      Earlier, a servant from the Feng Residence came and said a white-clad woman had suddenly appeared in his courtyard. He guessed it was Su Zhi Ning, and sure enough, it was.
    

    

    
      Just last night, she looked like she had entered qi deviation and was on the brink of death. Now, she was jumping around alive and well. The cultivation method of the Heaven’s Path Alliance was truly miraculous.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning looked him straight in the eye and said with a complex tone, “Last night, it really was you……”
    

    

    
      Did Miss Mudan not tell her?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit puzzled—or perhaps she hadn’t returned to her room afterward?
    

    

    
      As he was thinking, suddenly his hair stood on end. He sensed immense danger, and the source—was Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      He was shocked. In her eyes, he clearly saw a killing intent so real it seemed tangible.
    

    

    
      “She wants to kill me?”
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t believe it. He had saved her, yet she wanted to kill him.
    

    

    
      Such ingratitude!
    

    

    
      He almost activated the Sword Intent within the “Sword Jade”, when the feeling of danger suddenly vanished. Looking again at Su Zhi Ning, the killing intent in her eyes had also faded.
    

    

    
      “Miss Su, you——”
    

    

    
      Before the words were finished, Su Zhi Ning, who had been sitting in front, had already vanished into thin air.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Utterly baffling.
    

    

    
      Could her emotions be so unstable because she was on her period?
    

    

    
      But wait, after reaching the Fourth Grade, would one still even have a period?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the following days, Su Zhi Ning did not appear again.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming tried summoning her, but received no response. He didn’t know whether she had left.
    

    

    
      During these days, he stayed indoors, either reading books or comprehending that strand of Sword Intent.
    

    

    
      Ever since he borrowed the power of that Sword Intent in Su Zhi Ning’s dream to shatter her Heart Demon, he had felt as if he was just on the verge of grasping its true meaning.
    

    

    
      Just a tiny step away!
    

    

    
      But that tiny step was like a natural chasm—utterly uncrossable.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming actually understood very well in his heart: what he lacked was cultivation. If he were already at the Third Grade, he could comprehend Sword Intent at any time.
    

    

    
      He silently recited in his heart and opened the interface.
    

    

    
      【Level: 55】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 698000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Layer Perfected), 《True Art of Two Principles》 (Fifth Layer 870000/1500000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 (First Layer 15463/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      He was currently allocating two thousand points daily into 《True Art of Two Principles》 to prove he wasn’t slacking off. His cultivation was steadily growing, used to fool Su Zhi Ning and buy himself time.
    

    

    
      Originally, he wanted to comprehend Sword Intent, then challenge Fourth Grade and quickly harvest experience points.
    

    

    
      Now it seemed, that path likely wouldn’t work.
    

    

    
      He thought to himself, “Still need someone’s help.”
    

    

    
      So, he had a carriage prepared and got ready to go out.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      An hour later, Chen Ming arrived at Changqing Hall to find Doctor Sun—that elderly physician over ninety years old who was still robust and hale.
    

    

    
      At the entrance, he found Ji Qianxing standing just inside the doorway.
    

    

    
      Surprised, he said, “Brother Ji, what a coincidence.”
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing wore a cold expression and said nothing, simply blocking the way.
    

    

    
      This was typical of the man. Chen Ming had already grown used to it, so he just waited outside.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing guarding the entrance meant Yu Haitang was inside.
    

    

    
      After a while, a woman emerged wearing a veiled hat, her face obscured by a white silk veil. From her graceful figure and gait alone, one could tell it was Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      As Yu Haitang passed by his side, her steps faltered slightly. She turned her head, seemingly glanced at him, but said nothing—not even a greeting—and left directly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched her leave, then stepped into Changqing Hall and saw Doctor Sun coming out from the inner chamber.
    

    

    
      He respectfully greeted, “Elder Sun.”
    

    

    
      “You’ve come.” Doctor Sun looked quite pleased to see him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Who were those two just now?”
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun replied, “A very troublesome woman. Best not to provoke her.”
    

    

    
      “Was she here to give you trouble? Do you need my help?”
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun chuckled. “At my age, what could she possibly do to me? No need to mind her. You came today—do you have any difficult issues?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Since he didn’t want to talk more about it, Chen Ming could only move on to the accumulated questions he’d gathered these past days and asked them all in one go.
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun answered each one thoroughly. He explained in detail, expanding one question into many theories. It took over an hour to finish.
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your guidance, Elder Sun.”
    

    

    
      Satisfied, Chen Ming was just about to leave when he suddenly remembered something and took the opportunity to ask, “Elder Sun, have you ever heard of the Spirit-Link Jade?”
    

    

    
      “Spirit-Link Jade, hmm…”
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun’s expression turned somewhat odd, as though reminiscing. He asked, “Why do you ask?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart stirred. Judging by his look—could it be that he too once possessed such a thing?
    

    

    
      He asked, “Suppose, someone gave rise to a Heart Demon because of another person, and was on the verge of qi deviation. Then that person used the power of ‘Sharing the Same Bed and Dream’ from a Spirit-Link Jade to enter the other’s dream and helped them cut down the Heart Demon. After waking up, could their personality change?”
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun stroked his beard, pondered a moment, then slowly said, “Only those who practice very unique cultivation arts, ones that train the heart specifically, tend to develop Heart Demons. Using a Spirit-Link Jade to help another break through a Heart Demon—truly an ingenious idea. However, such a peculiar event—I have never encountered before. Hard to say definitively.”
    

    

    
      “I see.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Chen Ming was about to take his leave.
    

    

    
      “But,” Doctor Sun continued, “a Heart Demon originates from oneself. If it is destroyed with the help of an outsider, I fear…”
    

    

    
      “Fear what?”
    

    

    
      “I fear that the one who aided them… may become their new Heart Demon.”
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      "I’ve become her heart demon?"
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming left Changqing Hall, he kept thinking about this matter, "What does this even count as? Originally, I was her heart demon, and I entered her dream to help her slay it. But in the end, I’ve become her new heart demon?"
    

    

    
      In the end, it was all for nothing.
    

    

    
      The only good news was that Su Zhi Ning survived.
    

    

    
      The bad news was, she had developed killing intent toward him.
    

    

    
      Although she managed to restrain herself this time and didn’t make a move, who’s to say she wouldn’t truly strike next time?
    

    

    
      She had already descended into madness—anything she might do wouldn’t be surprising.
    

    

    
      A strong sense of danger surged within Chen Ming. What was once a powerful bodyguard had now become a ticking time bomb, one that could take his life at any moment.
    

    

    
      What to do?
    

    

    
      With his current strength, he was definitely no match for Su Zhi Ning. Unless he used Sword Intent—but she knew that he carried the Sword Jade. If she decided to strike, she would surely choose a moment when he couldn’t wield his Sword Intent.
    

    

    
      Unless he broke through to Fourth Grade.
    

    

    
      But if he did that, he’d have to honor his agreement and return to Qingfeng City to find Shang Jianfei and the others. Yet he wasn’t ready to face that great crisis…
    

    

    
      Just then, someone blocked his path.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked up and saw the expressionless face of Ji Qianxing and those indifferent eyes. Turning his head, he noticed a carriage parked by the roadside across from him and was a bit surprised: she hadn’t left?
    

    

    
      Got it!
    

    

    
      A flash of inspiration hit him. He walked toward the carriage and said, "What does Miss wish to instruct?"
    

    

    
      "Get in."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s voice came from within the carriage, and the door opened accordingly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped inside. Yu Haitang was already seated, having removed her veiled hat, revealing her peerlessly beautiful face.
    

    

    
      This was the fourth time the two had met. He still couldn’t help but marvel in his heart—how could someone be this beautiful?
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was also staring at him, and asked, "What exactly is your relationship with that man from Changqing Hall?"
    

    

    
      "He is an elder of a senior of mine."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave a brief explanation of how he came to know Doctor Sun.
    

    

    
      He had learned some medical knowledge from Doctor Wang, who could be considered his teacher in the path of medicine.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang clearly didn’t quite believe it. "That’s all?"
    

    

    
      "It’s the absolute truth."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, then curiously asked, "Why does Miss place such importance on Doctor Sun?"
    

    

    
      She had come in person to visit Doctor Sun, clearly showing how highly she regarded him.
    

    

    
      After all, when she tried to recruit him, she always sent maids. Whether it was delivering gifts or notifying him of a meeting, it was never in person.
    

    

    
      This alone showed that, in her heart, Doctor Sun’s importance far exceeded his.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang replied calmly, "That’s not something you should ask."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming tactfully dropped the topic and instead said, "Since I happened to encounter Miss here, I have a request."
    

    

    
      "Speak."
    

    

    
      "I wish to view the 《Primordial Wood True Art》. I’m willing to exchange it with both the 《Primordial Fire True Art》 and the 《Primordial Water True Art》."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was quite surprised. "You also possess the 《Primordial Water True Art》?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "Yes. I obtained it by chance."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang stared at him for a moment. Her gaze flickered as she asked, "Why do you seek the 《Primordial Wood True Art》? Do you know that this is the very cultivation method I practice?"
    

    

    
      "To be honest, ever since I obtained the 《Primordial Water True Art》, I’ve come to comprehend the principle of mutual generation between Yin and Yang, which greatly advanced my cultivation. But lately, my progress has slowed. At this rate, I don’t know how long it’ll take to reach Fourth Grade."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said with a troubled look, "I’m worried I’ll delay Miss’s important matters. If I had your 《Primordial Wood True Art》, I might gain new insights and step into Fourth Grade sooner."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang suddenly said, "Get off the carriage."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw that she neither agreed nor refused, so he said no more and got off the carriage directly.
    

    

    
      He stood where he was, watching the carriage depart into the distance, thinking that if she refused, he’d have to turn to "Sister Red".
    

    

    
      Ever since he fused the 《Lunar True Scripture》 and the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 into the 《True Art of Two Principles》, he could not only freely shift the nature of his True Qi—its quality had also undergone a massive breakthrough.
    

    

    
      In the recent "Azure Cloud Ranking" battles, the opponents he encountered all came from aristocratic families or sects and practiced at least top-tier cultivation methods.
    

    

    
      These people were all a higher level than him—almost all were level 58 or 59.
    

    

    
      His ability to easily defeat them wasn’t just due to his mastery of swordsmanship; his True Qi was no weaker than theirs.
    

    

    
      In terms of True Qi quality, even someone like Jiang Shihua of the Jiang Family, who practiced a peerless divine art, was slightly inferior to him.
    

    

    
      If he could fuse another same-attribute technique like the 《Primordial Wood True Art》, his True Qi quality might ascend another tier. Then, facing a Fourth Grade, he wouldn’t be completely powerless.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned to the Feng Residence and continued reading medical books in the small courtyard.
    

    

    
      He found that medicine and martial arts indeed shared similarities. Although they couldn’t directly enhance martial cultivation in the short term, they would be highly beneficial in the long run.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, even after reading medical books for so long, his panel hadn’t shown any proficiency in medicine.
    

    

    
      Apparently, the panel only displayed skills related to martial cultivation.
    

    

    
      That night.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming heard footsteps outside and recognized them as the steward and that "Mei’er", which made him happy. "They’ve finally come."
    

    

    
      After entering the courtyard, Mei’er bowed to him. "Greetings, Young Master. My lady instructed this servant to deliver this."
    

    

    
      It was a red wooden box.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming accepted it and handed over the two books he had prepared in advance, saying, "Give these to your young lady."
    

    

    
      Mei’er solemnly accepted them. "This servant takes her leave."
    

    

    
      "Miss Mei’er."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming called out to her and said, "Zhu’er and Lan’er are just in the neighboring courtyard. Would you like to visit them?"
    

    

    
      Mei’er paused, shook her head, said nothing, and left.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming wouldn’t insist. He returned to the room and opened the wooden box. Inside lay a single book, its cover bearing four ancient seal characters—clearly the words 《Primordial Wood True Art》.
    

    

    
      The material of the book was clearly extraordinary, resembling both hide and leather.
    

    

    
      He opened the cover—thankfully, the internal script wasn’t ancient seal characters and was readable.
    

    

    
      After reading a few pages, his heart surged. "She really didn’t deceive me. This cultivation method truly shares the same origin as the 《True Art of Two Principles》."
    

    

    
      He didn’t sleep the entire night and kept studying the 《Primordial Wood True Art》.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, in a tranquil courtyard—
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang had also received the two cultivation methods. Holding them in her hands, she flipped through them with a strange smile on her lips. "Truly effortless gain."
    

    

    
      One copy of the 《Primordial Fire True Art》, one of the 《Primordial Water True Art》—both were exactly what she needed.
    

    

    
      Water nourishes wood, wood gives birth to fire.
    

    

    
      Once her Gang Qi was perfected, she could begin practicing the 《Primordial Fire True Art》.
    

    

    
      According to her speculation, these five techniques were only parts of a whole. Only by mastering them all and merging them into one could it become a peerless divine art.
    

    

    
      However, mastering even one was extremely difficult.
    

    

    
      Those five hidden clans had relied on external artifacts to pass the techniques down through generations. But once they used external means to cultivate divine arts, they became bound—unable to leave.
    

    

    
      The higher one’s cultivation, the greater the restriction.
    

    

    
      The Eternal Life Emperor had used this very method to trap the five hidden clans across generations, forcing them to guard the key to his mausoleum.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang, being extraordinarily talented, had mastered the 《Primordial Wood True Art》 without aid and reached a very high realm.
    

    

    
      Even so, attempting to learn another technique like the 《Primordial Fire True Art》 would be no easy feat.
    

    

    
      "That guy said he comprehended the principle of Yin-Yang mutual generation… was it true or false?"
    

    

    
      She was a bit doubtful.
    

    

    
      In theory, it was certainly feasible. But in reality, achieving it was incredibly difficult.
    

    

    
      These two techniques conflicted by nature. A single misstep could lead to Qi deviation and madness.
    

    

    
      Soon, she brushed aside these distractions and focused intently on reading the two cultivation methods.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the days that followed, Chen Ming devoted himself to comprehending the 《Primordial Wood True Art》.
    

    

    
      He discovered that although it shared the same origin, this one differed more significantly from the two he had studied previously, with some parts being quite difficult to understand.
    

    

    
      It took a full month before he finally mastered the technique. A prompt appeared before his eyes: 【Detected that 《Primordial Wood True Art》 and 《True Art of Two Principles》 are of the same origin. Merge?】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt as if a great weight had been lifted. At last, it was done. He silently recited, "Yes."
    

    

    
      【Cultivation methods are being merged. Estimated time: twenty-four hours. During this period, please do not use True Qi. Find a place to sit and remain still.】
    

    

    
      This time, the merging process would take even longer. Last time, it took six hours—now it required a full day and night.
    

    

    
      He thought for a moment, called over Qiuxiang, and gave a few instructions. Then he sat cross-legged on the bed and patiently waited.
    

    

    
      Gradually, he felt that the True Qi within his Qi Sea was undergoing a peculiar transformation.
    

    

    
      As time passed, this transformation became increasingly intense, eventually resulting in a qualitative leap.
    

    

    
      His face turned red one moment, green the next, and then light blue, constantly shifting.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That night, on the rooftop, a red figure silently appeared, watching the room where Chen Ming resided.
    

    

    
      "What is he doing?"
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu’s eyes were filled with suspicion.
    

    

    
      More than a month had passed since the Azure Cloud Ranking battle, yet Chen Ming showed no intention of returning to Qingfeng City. It seemed he planned to settle down in Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      That female disciple of Heaven's Path Alliance who had been following him also seemed somewhat abnormal.
    

    

    
      The most troublesome thing was still that sword!
    

    

    
      Ever since he acquired that divine weapon, she could no longer spy on him freely. Any divine sense that approached within a zhang of him would be obliterated by the Sword Qi emitted from that weapon.
    

    

    
      "Who exactly is that woman? How could such a peerless divine weapon be given away so casually?"
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu felt things were slipping out of her control. Chen Ming’s trip to Jiangzhou City had brought him into contact with such figures.
    

    

    
      "Perhaps… I should talk to him."
    

    

    
      Just as she was thinking this, she suddenly sensed something and looked toward the room in astonishment.
    

    

    
      What was that?
    

    

    
      She felt a strange and powerful surge of True Qi erupt from the room.
    

    

    
      Fourth Grade?
    

    

    
      "No, not Fourth Grade. But why is this True Qi so powerful?"
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu was shocked. What was this brat up to now?
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, that surge of True Qi vanished, as if nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Success!
    

    

    
      In the pitch-black room, Chen Ming’s eyes suddenly flew open. A surge of incomparably dense True Qi exploded from within him, escaping his control and bursting out of his body.
    

    

    
      In an instant, everything in the room was blown away by the force of the explosion.
    

    

    
      He pushed the True Qi back into his Qi Sea, feeling the surging energy—compared to before, it had increased severalfold.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. "I’m so strong."
    

    

    
      When he had merged the first two techniques, the increase in total True Qi wasn’t that significant. He hadn’t expected such an explosive increase after fusing another cultivation method.
    

    

    
      He wondered about its power...
    

    

    
      He condensed a strand of True Qi at his fingertip. With a single thought, the True Qi shot forward—whoosh—piercing a hole through the wooden wall.
    

    

    
      "Amazing!"
    

    

    
      He was startled. At this level of power, it could pass as Gang Qi.
    

    

    
      The True Qi of a Fifth Grade Martial Artist had strong augmentative effects. It could enhance one’s own strength, and when infused into a weapon, could unleash Sword Qi or Saber Energy with frightening lethality.
    

    

    
      However, once separated from the body, it typically lost much of its power.
    

    

    
      Only upon reaching the Gang Qi Realm of Fourth Grade did one’s True Qi nearly solidify. Those at a high level could even pierce metal and stone, killing without a trace.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s True Qi had now undergone a qualitative transformation, retaining such power even when released—it was simply astonishing.
    

    

    
      "No wonder this is a cultivation method left behind by the Eternal Life Emperor."
    

    

    
      He clicked his tongue in amazement. "If I could merge all five techniques, maybe I really could fight above my level."
    

    

    
      "Buzz!"
    

    

    
      Just then, the "Mingfeng" Sword hanging by the bed suddenly emitted a sword hum, seemingly giving a warning.
    

    

    
      "Someone is secretly watching?"
    

    

    
      This wasn’t the first time Chen Ming had seen the "Mingfeng" Sword issue a warning, so he had some ideas.
    

    

    
      He reached out and took it down, and his True Qi naturally flowed into the sword.
    

    

    
      "Buzz!"
    

    

    
      The Mingfeng Sword seemed to grow excited, releasing a faint red glow from its blade like flames. A formless force rippled outward.
    

    

    
      "This is... Sword Gang!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was overjoyed—he could finally activate part of this divine weapon’s power.
    

    

    
      A divine weapon was not merely sharp. Its true might could only be fully unleashed by those at First Grade and above.
    

    

    
      Before, his True Qi was too weak to utilize the sword’s power.
    

    

    
      Now, with Sword Gang, he finally had the power to stand his ground against a Fourth Grade Martial Artist—at least he wouldn’t be passively beaten.
    

    

    
      He stored the Mingfeng Sword and silently summoned the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 55】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 638000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Stage – Perfected), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Fifth Stage – 930000/1500000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 (First Stage – 15463/100000)】
    

    

    
      "So it’s called 《Five Elements True Art》."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at the changes on the panel and thought.
    

    

    
      As for the remaining two techniques, who knew where to find them?
    

    

    
      "This matter will likely fall to Yu Haitang. She knows so many secrets—maybe she also knows the whereabouts of the other two techniques."
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      Buzz——
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was pondering his next step when the Mingfeng Sword in his hand once again began to vibrate on its own.
    

    

    
      "Someone spying again? The people outside still haven't left?"
    

    

    
      Very soon, he realized that this sword hum was different from before—both in frequency and sound.
    

    

    
      It didn’t seem like a warning.
    

    

    
      Rather… a yearning?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming carefully attuned himself, faintly sensing the emotion transmitted by the Mingfeng Sword. It was exceptionally weak—so weak that he wondered if it was his own illusion.
    

    

    
      "What is it yearning for?"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he sensed another emotion—a feeling of lingering attachment and timeless sorrowful affection.
    

    

    
      Could it be...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pulled out the "Sword Jade" from his chest and held it in his hand, sensing the sword intent within more clearly.
    

    

    
      Buzz——
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the "Mingfeng Sword" vibrated even more intensely. That sense of yearning became increasingly vivid.
    

    

    
      "So it really is because of this sword intent."
    

    

    
      He thought inwardly. Then, a wave of bitterness surged in his heart—a fierce longing rose up within him. He began to miss his former lovers, reminiscing on their sweet beginnings and the heart-wrenching pain of parting...
    

    

    
      These surging memories pulled him into their depths, hard to escape.
    

    

    
      At the same time, the "Mingfeng Sword" in his hand vibrated even more violently. Its clear and resonant hum echoed throughout the tranquil little courtyard.
    

    

    
      This disturbance quickly alarmed the others.
    

    

    
      The ones who lived closest, Qiuxiang and Dongxiang, were the first to rush over. Hearing the increasingly loud sword hum from within the house, they felt a jolt in their hearts—like a needle prick between their brows. A premonition of great disaster loomed.
    

    

    
      "Young Master——"
    

    

    
      The two women cried out in alarm and were about to rush inside. Just a few steps in, they suddenly found themselves frozen in place.
    

    

    
      "Do not go in."
    

    

    
      An old man appeared in the courtyard without anyone noticing. His hair and beard were pitch black, but the deep wrinkles on his face revealed his advanced age. He was the same elder who had come to Jiangzhou City with Feng Siyuan.
    

    

    
      The two maids knew they had encountered a formidable expert and called out in agitation, "Senior, the young master is still inside, please save him..."
    

    

    
      The elder did not move but fixed his gaze on the small house with a solemn expression. "Rest assured, he’ll be fine."
    

    

    
      Yet in his heart, he was stunned: that divine weapon’s spirit had clearly perished. How could it have revived?
    

    

    
      "Something’s not right——"
    

    

    
      "This is the sword intent of a Divine Repository Realm expert..."
    

    

    
      So that’s it!
    

    

    
      After a moment, the shocked elder arrived at a theory. The divine weapon’s spirit had not completely vanished. Because Chen Ming’s true qi was extremely compatible with the sword, it was nourished and partially revived.
    

    

    
      Just so happened, he had on him a trace of sword intent from a Divine Repository Realm expert. The sword took the initiative to absorb and merge with it.
    

    

    
      "Good lad!"
    

    

    
      Once the elder understood, waves of astonishment surged in his heart. He had underestimated this young man after all.
    

    

    
      To accomplish all this, one prerequisite was necessary: Chen Ming must have grasped the true essence of that sword intent. Only then could the divine weapon use him as a conduit, draw the sword intent into itself, and merge as one.
    

    

    
      Only when held in the master’s hand could the divine weapon and master be united, avoiding backlash from the sword intent.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, forcibly absorbing that sword intent would only result in the sword intent completely annihilating the last shred of the weapon’s spirit.
    

    

    
      A Fifth Grade Martial Artist capable of comprehending the sword intent of a Divine Repository Realm expert—how astonishing was that?
    

    

    
      If this got out, no one would believe it.
    

    

    
      "Elder Huang, what’s going on?"
    

    

    
      At this moment, Feng Siyuan also heard the commotion and rushed over, asking urgently, "Did that bastard from the Qin Family send someone to assassinate Chen Ming?"
    

    

    
      Elder Huang shook his head. "No. This disturbance was caused by him."
    

    

    
      He didn’t explain—this young master wasn’t proficient in martial arts and wouldn’t understand even if he did.
    

    

    
      "Could it be——" Feng Siyuan thought of a possibility and exclaimed in shock, "He broke through to Fourth Grade?"
    

    

    
      "No."
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan was stunned. "Don’t tell me… Third Grade?"
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Elder Huang didn’t want to speak anymore. What a joker. Third Grade? And he actually dared to guess that.
    

    

    
      After a while, the sword hum finally quieted.
    

    

    
      Everyone present felt a wave of sorrow welling up in their hearts—a sense of desolation lingered.
    

    

    
      The younger, less experienced ones didn’t feel much.
    

    

    
      But Feng Siyuan was already in tears, recalling old romances and the vows exchanged beneath moonlight and flowers. His heart ached with unspeakable sorrow.
    

    

    
      A look of deep reminiscence surfaced in Elder Huang’s eyes. After a moment, he sighed and remarked, "Didn’t expect this boy to be a passionate man."
    

    

    
      Only a passionate man could comprehend such affectionate sword intent.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the door creaked open.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped out. "Apologies for disturbing everyone’s rest. I just had some insights while practicing swordsmanship. There’s no enemy."
    

    

    
      Elder Huang gave him and the divine weapon in his hand a deep look, then said, "As long as you're fine. Young Master, get some rest." After speaking, he turned and left.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan had wanted to say something, but his heart was weighed with melancholy and he simply walked away.
    

    

    
      The other guards and attendants who had rushed over also dispersed.
    

    

    
      Only the pair of maids remained in the courtyard, their eyes still slightly red.
    

    

    
      Seeing their sincere concern, Chen Ming was a little touched and said, "I’m fine. Go back and get some more sleep."
    

    

    
      The two graceful maids silently bowed and returned to their quarters.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned to his room. After shutting the door, he looked at the "Mingfeng Sword" in his hand, his expression somewhat complicated.
    

    

    
      The good news was, the spirit of this divine weapon had somewhat revived, its power elevated further. He now had a strong chance even against a Fourth Grade opponent.
    

    

    
      The bad news was—the Sword Jade had been destroyed. The sword intent within had actually been absorbed by the "Mingfeng Sword."
    

    

    
      It was hard to say whether it was a loss or a gain.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recalled when he had encountered Mudan from Tianxiang Tower before—he hadn’t even gotten a chance to take out the Sword Jade. So, even that Sword Jade wasn’t of much use against experts of Third Grade and above.
    

    

    
      Now the Sword Jade was gone, but his combat power had increased significantly. That definitely counted as a gain.
    

    

    
      "I wonder if I can win against a Fourth Grade now."
    

    

    
      He was itching to find a Fourth Grade expert to test himself against.
    

    

    
      The first person that came to mind was Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      "Forget it."
    

    

    
      He immediately dismissed the thought. Su Zhi Ning's strength was absolutely top-tier even among Fourth Grades. Fighting her would leave him little chance of victory.
    

    

    
      Better to borrow a Fourth Grade from Feng Siyuan.
    

    

    
      With that in mind, he sat cross-legged on the bed and began to recover the true qi he had expended.
    

    

    
      Just now, when the "Mingfeng Sword" was fusing with that sword intent, it had nearly drained all his true qi.
    

    

    
      This divine weapon was indeed exceptionally powerful. But the consumption was equally immense. He was like a ten-degree battery trying to drive a thousand-kilowatt motor—the energy was depleted in an instant.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      As dawn approached.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened his eyes and felt that his true qi had mostly recovered. He thought to himself, "At least the charging speed isn’t too slow."
    

    

    
      He had meditated for a little over two hours, about five hours in real time. Compared to others, that was already very fast.
    

    

    
      "Next time I should prepare some qi-recovery pills."
    

    

    
      In this world, pills that could directly increase one's cultivation were few and extremely rare. But there were some pills that helped with qi recovery.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Qiuxiang and Dongxiang entered with washbasins to assist him with his morning routine.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he thought of Chunxiang and Xiaxiang back home, then of his elder brother and sister-in-law. He had been away for nearly two months now—how were they doing?
    

    

    
      "Is Young Master worried about Qin Changyuan?"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Dongxiang asked softly.
    

    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s thoughts were pulled back. He asked in confusion, "What about him?"
    

    

    
      Only then did Dongxiang realize she had misunderstood. She lowered her head, looking like she had committed a grave mistake. "This maid spoke out of turn. Please punish me, Young Master."
    

    

    
      Seeing her panic, Chen Ming put on a stern face. "Hold out your hands."
    

    

    
      Dongxiang timidly extended both hands.
    

    

    
      Pa! Pa!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming lightly tapped both her palms and said, "Alright, speak. What did Qin Changyuan do while I was in seclusion?"
    

    

    
      Dongxiang froze. She instinctively looked up at him and saw his expression was calm—he clearly wasn’t pursuing the matter. She lowered her head again and hid her hands behind her back.
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang also froze for a moment. Seeing Dongxiang like that, she quickly explained, "It’s said that for the past month, Qin Changyuan has been going to Tianxiang Tower every day to try and see Mudan, but he couldn’t even catch a glimpse of her. Then rumors started spreading that Mudan has already set her heart on Young Master and no longer receives any other guests..."
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned, then gasped, suddenly realizing how serious this was.
    

    

    
      A courtesan like Mudan—with that kind of beauty and temperament—there might not be a second like her in the world. She was a disciple of the Heaven’s Path Alliance and a Third Grade expert.
    

    

    
      One could imagine how many people in Jiangzhou City would be captivated by her.
    

    

    
      Previously, everyone had a chance.
    

    

    
      Now that she had shut her doors to all, people would assume that her heart belonged solely to him, Chen Ming. Wouldn’t that incite public outrage?
    

    

    
      Damn it.
    

    

    
      Did she not realize this could get someone killed?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cursed Mudan to the heavens in his mind. If he had truly gained anything, he might have accepted it. But the key was—he hadn’t!
    

    

    
      He was taking the blame for nothing.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even settled the last account when she ambushed him, and now she had schemed against him again.
    

    

    
      Just you wait!
    

    

    
      Gritting his teeth, Chen Ming asked, "And then?"
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang whispered, "Then, Qin Changyuan spread word that he was going to deal with you."
    

    

    
      "So why hasn’t he come to my door yet?"
    

    

    
      "Rumor has it the Qin Family owns shares in Guanglong Trading Company, and Qin Changyuan has to show some respect to the Feng Family. Spreading the word like this is his way of putting pressure on the Fengs."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at her in surprise. "You sure know a lot."
    

    

    
      At that moment, Dongxiang explained, "Bam... Qiuxiang has had a photographic memory since childhood. Back at... that place, she read a lot of intelligence reports and remembered everything."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed. "Then I really picked up a treasure."
    

    

    
      Dongxiang said worriedly, "Young Master, Qin Changyuan is known to be narrow-minded and vengeful. Even if you’re staying with the Fengs, he won’t let this go."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, "In that case, let’s leave."
    

    

    
      "Leave? Where to?"
    

    

    
      "Move out, of course."
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      "Young Master, Young Master——"
    

    

    
      Inside the room, Feng Siyuan, who had not slept all night, was sitting in front of the bed, holding a broken jade pendant in his hand, his expression gloomy. Suddenly, he heard the urgent call of the steward outside and scolded irritably, "It’s early morning—what’s with all the fuss?"
    

    

    
      The steward outside said anxiously, "A letter from the Master has arrived. It’s a red letter."
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Upon hearing it was a red letter, Feng Siyuan’s expression changed slightly. He immediately put away the jade pendant and got up to open the door.
    

    

    
      At Guanglong Trading Company, letters were categorized by color. Ordinary letters were white, slightly urgent ones were yellow, and red signified matters that must be dealt with immediately.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan dared not delay. He took the wax-sealed letter from the steward’s hand, but instead of opening it right away, he went to find Elder Huang.
    

    

    
      Nominally, he was the person in charge of Guanglong Trading Company in Jiangzhou City. In reality, he had neither strength nor prestige and relied entirely on Elder Huang for everything.
    

    

    
      Naturally, he had to show enough respect—such a letter had to be opened in Elder Huang’s presence.
    

    

    
      Elder Huang’s courtyard wasn’t far away. Feng Siyuan quickly arrived outside the gate and said, "Elder Huang, my father sent a red letter. I need you to make a decision on it."
    

    

    
      The courtyard door opened by itself.
    

    

    
      He walked in. Inside the room, Elder Huang was sitting alone in a chair, eating something.
    

    

    
      He took out the unopened letter and said, "This is it."
    

    

    
      Elder Huang said, "Open it."
    

    

    
      Only then did Feng Siyuan open the letter. At a glance, his expression became somewhat unpleasant.
    

    

    
      Elder Huang swept his eyes over and had already read the contents of the letter. Just one line—it told Feng Siyuan not to get involved in the feud between Qin Changyuan and Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      The implied meaning was clear: for someone like Chen Ming, offending the Qin Family’s most outstanding disciple of this generation wasn’t worth it.
    

    

    
      He asked, "Third Young Master, how do you plan to handle this?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan said angrily, "My father has gone senile. He wants me to betray my friend? Not a chance. As long as I’m still the person in charge in Jiangzhou City, I’ll never betray Brother Chen."
    

    

    
      Elder Huang looked at him in surprise and said, "Aren’t you afraid the Old Master will remove you from your post?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan huffed, "Let him remove me! What’s so great about this lousy post? If I, Feng Siyuan, would betray a friend for this, how could I still face people in Jiangzhou?"
    

    

    
      Elder Huang was about to say something when the old steward outside came to report again, "Young Master, Young Master Chen has left with two maids."
    

    

    
      "What?"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan panicked and jumped up, cursing, "Aiya, why didn’t you stop them?"
    

    

    
      He hurriedly rushed out.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s carriage had already left the Feng Residence. The coachman was the same one who had brought him from Qinghe City. In the carriage sat Chen Ming and two maids.
    

    

    
      Dongxiang offered a suggestion, "Young Master, there are indeed people in Jiangzhou City who can stand against Qin Changyuan. Aren’t you on good terms with Inspector’s Residence’s Pan Dingqian?"
    

    

    
      "Forget it."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t plan to look for Pan Dingqian. Over the past month, Zhou Weihao and Gu Yuantao had visited frequently. Even people from the Xiaoshui Sect had come twice. Even Jiang Yingxue had come looking for him.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingqian, however, hadn’t come once.
    

    

    
      Though he didn’t know the reason, one thing was clear—Pan didn’t regard him as a friend.
    

    

    
      Besides, Chen Ming didn’t need anyone to back him up. He was actually troubled that no one was causing him trouble.
    

    

    
      "Brother Chen——"
    

    

    
      At that moment, Feng Siyuan’s voice came from behind. He poked his head out and saw Feng Siyuan running over, so he told the coachman to stop.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan, panting heavily, caught up to the carriage and said angrily, "Why did you leave without saying a word?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled and said, "Actually, I dislike farewell scenes the most. That’s why I told them not to inform you. I left you a letter."
    

    

    
      "Are you afraid of implicating me? You underestimate your Brother Feng. Others might fear the Qin Family—I do not. Just stay in my residence with peace of mind..."
    

    

    
      "Brother Feng!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming interrupted him and said, "If you, Brother Feng, only want your reputation, must you push me into injustice?"
    

    

    
      "I didn’t mean that——"
    

    

    
      "Say no more. This trouble was caused by me—how could I drag my friend down with me? If you still consider me a friend, don’t say another word. When we return to Qingfeng City in the future, we’ll drink together again."
    

    

    
      "Brother Chen——"
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan gripped his hand tightly, his voice choked, "Why do you have to be like this?"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …………
    

    

    
      Night, Tianxiang Tower.
    

    

    
      In a secluded little courtyard, a young man with an extraordinary presence was drinking alone in silence, cup after cup, as if determined to drink himself into a stupor.
    

    

    
      Across from him, a beautiful girl dressed in green was playing the qin, her lovely eyes glancing toward him from time to time.
    

    

    
      "The Ji Family has gone too far."
    

    

    
      At the table, a few other young men were drinking with him. Suddenly, one of them said indignantly.
    

    

    
      "With Brother Han’s strength, he should have made it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking. But the Ji Family set him up, sent people to block his path, and he couldn’t make it to the Martial Gathering. Absolutely detestable."
    

    

    
      "This time, all the spotlight on the Azure Cloud Ranking was stolen by that Chen guy. If Brother Han had participated, how would that Chen fellow have had any chance?"
    

    

    
      "Exactly……"
    

    

    
      The others all chimed in.
    

    

    
      Han Xiangcheng grew even more depressed and drank harder.
    

    

    
      He had been sent on an errand by his Senior Brother, only to encounter several groups who blocked his way. Those people weren’t weak, pestering him all along the road and causing serious delays.
    

    

    
      As a result, he missed this round of the Azure Cloud Ranking.
    

    

    
      Han Xiangcheng knew well—those who ambushed him must have been sent by the Ji Family.
    

    

    
      Half a year ago, he had clashed with a direct descendant of the Ji Family. In a moment of anger, he fought him publicly and defeated him, forming a grudge.
    

    

    
      Afterward, his Martial Uncle punished him by making him face the wall at home for several months.
    

    

    
      He didn’t expect the Ji Family to bear the grudge for so long, setting him up the moment he left the house.
    

    

    
      He was already twenty-four this year. Missing this chance meant he’d never make it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking again.
    

    

    
      The Azure Cloud Ranking could greatly enhance the fame of their Heavenly Ultimate Sect.
    

    

    
      Now that the Heavenly Ultimate Sect had only three people left, the most important matter for them was to restore the sect.
    

    

    
      And the first step in restoring the Heavenly Ultimate Sect was to raise their name.
    

    

    
      Last round, his Senior Brother had missed it due to age and cultivation level.
    

    

    
      This round, he had been determined to succeed, but once again, he was outmaneuvered by the Ji Family.
    

    

    
      The rage in Han Xiangcheng’s heart was understandable, but the Ji Family was far too powerful for the Heavenly Ultimate Sect to provoke. He had no outlet for his frustration and could only drink away his sorrows at Tianxiang Tower.
    

    

    
      "That Chen fellow is enjoying quite the limelight now. Even the fairy-like Mudan girl has fallen for him."
    

    

    
      Suddenly, one of the young men said, "Brother Han, why don’t you just challenge that Chen guy? As long as you defeat him, you can take his place—rank sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking. Who knows, you might even win Mudan girl’s heart."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Han Xiangcheng paused in his drinking, clearly moved.
    

    

    
      But then he recalled his Martial Uncle’s warning: to seize a spot on the Azure Cloud Ranking, the Martial Gathering at the World’s Number One Tower was the only chance. Once the rankings were set, the aristocratic families and great sects wouldn’t allow outsiders to challenge their disciples.
    

    

    
      Although Chen Ming had no family background to speak of, the Feng Family wasn’t to be trifled with.
    

    

    
      "Not wise. I heard Chen Ming’s swordsmanship is extremely refined—neither Jiang Shihua nor Ji Qianxing could beat him…"
    

    

    
      "Hmph, those aristocratic youths are all fancy pillows—look good, no substance. So what if the Ji Family’s genius was defeated? He still lost to Brother Han’s palm strike. I refuse to believe that Chen guy is a match for Brother Han."
    

    

    
      "That Chen Ming is on good terms with the Feng Family of Guanglong Trading Company and has been staying at their residence. Brother Han might not even be able to get through their gates."
    

    

    
      "I heard Chen Ming has already moved out of the Feng Residence."
    

    

    
      "When did that happen? Why didn’t I hear about it?"
    

    

    
      "Just today. Heh, the Feng Family is in business—why would they offend the Qin Family over someone like Chen Ming?"
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Han Xiangcheng slowly put down his wine bowl, light flashing in his eyes. "Is this true?"
    

    

    
      "Of course it’s true. I’ve already found out where he’s staying. It’s right next to a small clinic in the eastern part of the city. I can take you there now."
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Han Xiangcheng slapped his wine bowl on the table and shouted, "Let’s go!"
    

    

    
      Thus, the group marched out of Tianxiang Tower in grand fashion, heading east.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside Changqing Hall, a lone lamp flickered like a bean on the table.
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun was answering some medical book questions for Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      "Many thanks to Doctor Sun for your guidance. I won’t disturb your rest any longer."
    

    

    
      After getting his questions answered, Chen Ming stood and bid farewell.
    

    

    
      After leaving the clinic, he went to a small courtyard behind it. Ever since moving out of the Feng Residence, he had thought long and hard and finally decided to seek out this mysterious Doctor Sun.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang valued this elder greatly—there had to be a reason.
    

    

    
      As things stood, Doctor Sun had treated him fairly well. Perhaps, at a critical moment, he could even save his life.
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming returned to the courtyard, a loud voice rang out, "Does Chen Ming reside here? Han Xiangcheng of the Heavenly Ultimate Sect has come to challenge you."
    

    

    
      So fast!
    

    

    
      He had only just moved out of the Feng Residence, and someone had already come to challenge him. If he said there was nothing fishy about this, he wouldn’t believe it.
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      In a tranquil courtyard, Yu Haitang had just returned from outside. Entering her boudoir, the hot water was already prepared. Under the service of the maid, she took off her clothes and stepped into the tub to bathe.
    

    

    
      She closed her eyes, enjoying this rare moment of relaxation, and casually asked, "Was there any big news today?"
    

    

    
      The maid Meier, who was serving by the side, replied, "Young Master Chen moved out of the Feng Residence today."
    

    

    
      "Oh?"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang showed a trace of interest. "Do you think it was Chen Ming who didn’t want to trouble Feng Siyuan and chose to move out on his own, or was it that the Feng family couldn’t bear the pressure at home and asked him to leave?"
    

    

    
      The two maids responded in unison, "This servant cannot guess."
    

    

    
      "Want to bet on it? I bet he chose to move out himself," Yu Haitang said. "Just watch whether they still have contact in the future and you’ll know the answer."
    

    

    
      Meier hesitated for a moment and softly reminded, "Qin Changyuan has already spoken out; I fear he won’t let Chen Ming off. Should we…"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, "No need."
    

    

    
      Meier was a bit puzzled. "With Qin Changyuan’s nature, he’ll likely take his life. Didn’t Master value him quite a bit? Even gave him the beloved Mingfeng Sword."
    

    

    
      "This Chen Ming, I still can't see through him completely. Just in time to borrow Qin Changyuan’s hand to test whether he has any other forces behind him."
    

    

    
      "This servant understands."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang closed her eyes again and asked, "Where is he staying now?"
    

    

    
      "In the eastern part of the city, a place called Tianyangli."
    

    

    
      "Tianyangli?"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang suddenly opened her eyes. That was where the Changqing Hall was located.
    

    

    
      She pondered for a moment and instructed, "Send someone to watch over Chen Ming. Don’t get too close."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, in Tianxiang Tower, inside a luxuriously decorated loft.
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan, dressed in black combat attire with a beauty in his arms, was drinking with a group of friends.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a follower came over and whispered a few words in his ear. A satisfied smile immediately appeared on his face. He waved his hand and let the follower leave.
    

    

    
      A friend beside him saw the smile and asked, "Brother Qin looks so pleased—did you receive good news? Share it so we can rejoice too."
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan laughed. "I just heard that Han Xiangcheng from the Heavenly Ultimate Sect went to challenge that kid surnamed Chen."
    

    

    
      "Han Xiangcheng? His strength is decent, but compared to Chen Ming, he might be slightly inferior."
    

    

    
      "Don’t forget, Han Xiangcheng has a senior brother named Lai Xiangran. The two are like brothers. If Han Xiangcheng loses, how could that Lai not stand up for him?"
    

    

    
      "Wonderful. That Lai Xiangran is a Fourth Grade, and he has a grudge with Brother Qin. This is killing two birds with one stone."
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan snorted. "If it weren’t for that old bastard surnamed Lu before, I would’ve killed that Lai already. Daring to snatch a woman from me—tired of living. Now that Old Ghost Lu is dead, I’d like to see who can still protect him. If I don’t uproot the Heavenly Ultimate Sect, how can I vent this hatred?"
    

    

    
      Everyone laughed heartily. "Brother Qin, so domineering!"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Han Xiangcheng of the Heavenly Ultimate Sect has come to challenge!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just entered the door when he heard someone outside wanting to challenge him. Han Xiangcheng—the name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t recall immediately.
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang said, "This Han Xiangcheng is also one of the most outstanding experts among the younger generation of Jiangzhou City, on par with Jiang Shihua and others. He had already qualified for the Azure Cloud Ranking competition, but for some reason, didn’t participate."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, he remembered—there were originally eight seeded contestants, but one didn’t show up, leaving only seven.
    

    

    
      This man dared to come challenge him, so he must be quite capable.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming told the two maids, "You stay home and don’t go out. I’ll go meet them."
    

    

    
      "Young Master, be careful."
    

    

    
      With the warnings from the two maids, he carried the Mingfeng Sword and walked outside.
    

    

    
      On the main street, he saw several young men. The leading youth wore a blue combat suit and held a uniquely shaped long saber, battle intent boiling on his face.
    

    

    
      Their gazes clashed in the air.
    

    

    
      "You’re Chen Ming?"
    

    

    
      The moment Han Xiangcheng saw him, he confirmed his identity and arrogantly said, "Draw your sword. Let’s settle this. Only the victor has the right to have his name on the Azure Cloud Ranking."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sized him up, disappointment flashing in his eyes. This man clearly hadn’t broken through to Fourth Grade. It was a peculiar intuition.
    

    

    
      Perhaps due to having fought too many Fifth Grade martial artists during the Azure Cloud Ranking competition.
    

    

    
      He said, "Leave. You’re not my match."
    

    

    
      Han Xiangcheng sneered. "Don’t think that just because you defeated Jiang Shihua and Ji Qianxing, you can look down on me. Those aristocratic youths are nothing but flashy pillows. How can they compare to me?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t bother arguing. "Then come."
    

    

    
      Han Xiangcheng slowly drew his saber. The blade was black, without a trace of reflection under the night sky.
    

    

    
      The few behind him quickly retreated to the side.
    

    

    
      "My saber technique is called the 《Clear Moon Saber Technique》. It has eight forms. Within the same rank, no one has ever forced me to use the fourth."
    

    

    
      His words brimmed with confidence.
    

    

    
      As soon as he finished speaking, he attacked.
    

    

    
      His saber was unimaginably fast. In the dark, it was nearly impossible to track its movements. Not even the sound of wind could be heard.
    

    

    
      That saber of his was clearly a rare weapon.
    

    

    
      Not bad at all.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, but it’s a pity—he just happened to face someone who had just made a major breakthrough.
    

    

    
      He didn’t draw his sword, but struck with the scabbard.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      It landed precisely on Han Xiangcheng’s black saber.
    

    

    
      Han Xiangcheng flew backward like a cannonball, slamming into the wall with a bang, and vomited a mouthful of blood on the spot.
    

    

    
      The scene fell into utter silence.
    

    

    
      The few who had come with Han Xiangcheng stood there stunned.
    

    

    
        They knew Han Xiangcheng’s strength too well—yet he couldn’t even take a single strike from this man?
    

    

    
      Was Chen Ming’s strength not terrifying?
    

    

    
      "Come back after a few more years of training."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned around. After leaving this sentence, he departed.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Han Xiangcheng heard that sentence, he spat out another mouthful of blood, then lost consciousness on the spot.
    

    

    
      "Brother Han!"
    

    

    
      "Are you alright?"
    

    

    
      "He’s not dead. Quick, take him back!"
    

    

    
      Thus, a few of them lifted him up and left the place.
    

    

    
      They carried Han Xiangcheng all the way back to the Heavenly Ultimate Sect.
    

    

    
      The Heavenly Ultimate Sect had come to Jiangzhou City ten years ago, relying on a senior who had deep ties with the sect. They had finally found a foothold and even recruited a local disciple—Han Xiangcheng.
    

    

    
      Last year, that senior passed away, and the sect’s situation once again became difficult.
    

    

    
      Because the two disciples in the sect both liked to cause trouble.
    

    

    
      One offended the Qin Family, and the other made enemies with the Ji Family.
    

    

    
      The more gifted the youth, the prouder they became. It was inevitable for conflicts to arise.
    

    

    
      But now, the Heavenly Ultimate Sect only had three people left and could no longer afford any more trouble. The sect leader was even considering relocating the sect elsewhere.
    

    

    
      At this juncture, Lai Xiangran, the senior disciple of this generation of the Heavenly Ultimate Sect, saw his junior being carried back.
    

    

    
      "What happened? Who injured him?"
    

    

    
      Furious, he grabbed one person by the collar, eyes wide in anger, his face filled with murderous intent.
    

    

    
      "It was… Chen… Chen Ming…" That man, intimidated by his aura, tremblingly recounted what had happened.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, ranked sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking?
    

    

    
      After hearing it all, Lai Xiangran felt both heartache and guilt.
    

    

    
      He knew why his junior had gone to challenge Chen Ming. If he hadn’t sent him on an errand, his junior wouldn’t have missed the Azure Cloud Ranking competition and wouldn’t have taken the risk to challenge Chen Ming now.
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran had been in Jiangzhou City all along, and naturally knew that Chen Ming was strong—his junior was likely a notch below.
    

    

    
      Being less skilled wasn’t something to argue about.
    

    

    
      But that Chen Ming shouldn’t have struck so heavily to injure Xiangcheng this badly!
    

    

    
      He had already checked. Injuries like this would take at least ten days to half a month to recover from.
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran let go of the person and asked in a deep voice, "How exactly did Xiangcheng lose?"
    

    

    
      The group exchanged glances and began to stammer.
    

    

    
      In the end, under Lai Xiangran’s pressure, they finally told the truth.
    

    

    
      "What? Xiangcheng couldn’t even take a single strike from him? Impossible!"
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran declared.
    

    

    
      He knew his junior’s strength better than anyone. Even if he was not as strong as Chen Ming, the difference wouldn’t be that big. For the two to determine a victor, at least dozens of moves would be needed. There was no reason for defeat in just one strike.
    

    

    
      Xiangcheng must have been ambushed!
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran naturally arrived at this conclusion. Rage surged in his chest and rushed to his head. He grabbed that same man and shouted, "Take me to find that Chen Ming."
    

    

    
      Daring to ambush his junior—he must avenge this grudge.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang and Dongxiang stayed home, full of worry. Who knew that in just a short while, Chen Ming had already returned and casually shut the door behind him. He then said to them, "No need to worry, it’s been resolved."
    

    

    
      Resolved?
    

    

    
      The two women were slightly stunned. They clearly knew Han Xiangcheng’s strength. How could it be resolved so quickly?
    

    

    
      Seeing their expressions, Chen Ming smiled and asked, "What, you don’t believe me?"
    

    

    
      The two women quickly nodded. "We believe."
    

    

    
      "Then why those expressions?"
    

    

    
      Dongxiang reminded him, "That Han Xiangcheng has a senior brother with a hot temper and a narrow mind. He cares deeply about the Heavenly Ultimate Sect’s reputation. His junior losing to Young Master’s sword—he won’t let this go easily."
    

    

    
      Why were people in Jiangzhou City all so narrow-minded?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself and asked, "What cultivation level is Han Xiangcheng’s senior brother?"
    

    

    
      "He reached Fourth Grade two years ago. He’s only twenty-eight this year and extremely talented. Five years ago, due to age limits, he didn’t participate in the Azure Cloud Ranking competition. Young Master has likely never heard of him."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes lit up. Fourth Grade, perfect—he had been wanting to find a Fourth Grade to spar with, to see how he truly compared to them.
    

    

    
      Dongxiang had originally meant to warn him to be cautious, but she hadn’t expected Young Master to look excited, as if he couldn’t wait to fight Lai Xiangran.
    

    

    
      But that was Fourth Grade!
    

    

    
      Why wasn’t Young Master afraid at all?
    

    

    
      She couldn’t understand.
    

    

    
      One thing she was certain of—Young Master hadn’t broken through to Fourth Grade. She was still capable of seeing that much.
    

    

    
      However, neither Dongxiang nor Qiuxiang were afraid. At most, it would be death. After all, their lives were given by Young Master.
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      Tianyangli was an ordinary district in Jiangzhou City, home to common folk. After nightfall, the streets emptied quickly.
    

    

    
      Past the hour of the Pig, every household had turned off their lights and gone to bed. Apart from the occasional bark of a dog, no other sound could be heard.
    

    

    
      In the darkness, a graceful shadow suddenly appeared atop a rooftop, silently watching a certain small courtyard across the street, observing for a long while.
    

    

    
      Finally, her figure moved slightly, as if she was preparing to leave.
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a loud shout broke the calm of the night.
    

    

    
      The shadow on the rooftop halted again, turning her head to look. She saw two men flying rapidly in her direction.
    

    

    
      To be precise, it was a young man holding another person, sprinting across the rooftops at a tremendous speed.
    

    

    
      Fourth Grade!
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu immediately judged the man's cultivation level. Clearly, he was here to make trouble for Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      So, she decided to stay and watch the spectacle before leaving.
    

    

    
      She had been away from Qingfeng City long enough and had already completed her errands. It was time to return.
    

    

    
      Before leaving, she came here to check on Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Last night, after sensing that Chen Ming might have had a breakthrough, she had departed. She had no idea more had happened afterward.
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu had eyes within Jiangzhou City and knew about Chen Ming moving out of the Feng Residence. Tonight, she intended to talk with him.
    

    

    
      But for some unknown reason, upon arriving here, she felt an inexplicable sense of danger. She stepped back, and the feeling vanished.
    

    

    
      She observed for a while but couldn't determine the source of the danger. After weighing the risks, she decided to trust her instincts and refrained from moving forward, choosing to leave instead.
    

    

    
      Coincidentally, someone showed up to cause trouble for Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Perfect. She wanted to see what kind of changes that brat had undergone and why his true qi had surged so suddenly.
    

    

    
      As she was thinking, she saw Chen Ming dressed in black walk out, gripping that divine weapon in his hand. He leapt onto the rooftop to face the incoming enemy.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “You are Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran stopped on a rooftop and loosened his grip, dropping the man who had led the way. His eyes locked firmly on the black-clad youth several zhang away.
    

    

    
      “I am.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was also sizing up the other party. According to Qiuxiang, the Heavenly Ultimate Sect had come from elsewhere. They had managed to gain a foothold in Jiangzhou City only thanks to the protection of a peak First Grade expert.
    

    

    
      It was precisely because of this formidable backer that, in recent years, the two young disciples of the Heavenly Ultimate Sect had acted with great arrogance.
    

    

    
      Especially the senior disciple, Lai Xiangran. Due to his exceptional talent, he looked down on everyone. A few years ago, he and a legitimate son of the Ji Family fell for the same girl, refusing to yield.
    

    

    
      Later, with the encouragement of some schemers, they agreed to a public duel. Whoever won would get the girl.
    

    

    
      In the end, Lai Xiangran emerged victorious, riding high in spirits. The Heavenly Ultimate Sect also gained great fame.
    

    

    
      The price, however, was making enemies of the Ji Family.
    

    

    
      Just last year, the peak expert who had protected the Heavenly Ultimate Sect passed away. Only then did Lai Xiangran become more low-key and went into seclusion to cultivate diligently.
    

    

    
      Currently, the Heavenly Ultimate Sect had three members in total—Lai Xiangran, Han Xiangcheng, and their Sect Leader, who was their Martial Uncle, a Second Grade expert.
    

    

    
      The Sect Leader of the Heavenly Ultimate Sect was a mysterious figure, rarely appearing in public. Most matters were handled by Lai Xiangran on his behalf.
    

    

    
      Especially after the death of the peak expert, this person became even more elusive.
    

    

    
      Many who had grudges against the Heavenly Ultimate Sect had refrained from acting against the two brothers precisely because they feared this man.
    

    

    
      “Seems like someone finally lost patience.”
    

    

    
      So thought Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      First came the junior Han Xiangcheng to stir up trouble, then the senior Lai Xiangran. It was obvious both were being used as tools by someone else.
    

    

    
      Why did the two disciples of the Heavenly Ultimate Sect come after him? Was it not because he was unaffiliated and easy to bully?
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “My junior came to spar, and you used despicable tricks to ambush him. Truly shameless!”
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran’s eyes gleamed with murderous intent. “Call out your companion too! The one who ambushed my junior must be a Fourth Grade hiding in the shadows, striking from the dark—is that all you’ve got?”
    

    

    
      “???”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was full of question marks.
    

    

    
      To be fair, he did have a Fourth Grade hiding nearby...
    

    

    
      He coughed lightly and said, “Friend from the Heavenly Ultimate Sect, I won against your junior with my own strength. There were others present at the time who witnessed the whole fight.”
    

    

    
      He referred to the man who had been dragged along by Lai Xiangran. That man was now trying to sneak away, but upon hearing these words, he froze in place.
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran snorted coldly. “Still trying to deny it? With my junior’s strength, how could he not withstand even a single sword strike from you? You clearly knew you were no match, so you had your hidden master ambush him and injure him!”
    

    

    
      He spoke with utter certainty, as if he had seen it with his own eyes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming tried reasoning, “Isn’t it possible that...”
    

    

    
      “Looks like you won’t cry until you see the coffin!”
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran lost his patience. Gripping the hilt of his saber, he said coldly, “I’ll see how long your master can keep hiding.”
    

    

    
      Before his words finished, he drew his saber.
    

    

    
      His saber was pitch-black, identical to Han Xiangcheng’s.
    

    

    
      The same technique, but in his hands, its power was tenfold stronger.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, a flash of saber light slashed toward Chen Ming’s face with astonishing speed.
    

    

    
      It was a blade of saber qi. At such close range and with a sudden strike, even a typical Fifth Grade expert would be unable to dodge. If the Fourth Grade hiding in the dark did not act, this saber qi would split his skull in two.
    

    

    
      Vmmm——
    

    

    
      The “Mingfeng Sword” in Chen Ming’s hand seemed to sense its master’s danger and vibrated violently. It caused Lai Xiangran a moment of distraction.
    

    

    
      A peerless divine weapon?
    

    

    
      He was shocked at first, then ecstatic.
    

    

    
      In that moment, the divine weapon had already been unsheathed, a streak of red sword light flashing and severing the deadly saber qi.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gripped the “Mingfeng Sword,” staring at Lai Xiangran opposite him. The sword’s glow flickered continuously.
    

    

    
      “You strike to kill on your first move. Isn’t that a bit too ruthless?”
    

    

    
      He had only heard from Qiuxiang that Lai Xiangran was arrogant, but now he felt it firsthand.
    

    

    
      To be honest, he originally had no ill feelings toward Lai Xiangran and the Heavenly Ultimate Sect. He even felt a bit of sympathy for their situation.
    

    

    
      That saber strike just now instantly made him realize what kind of person Lai Xiangran truly was.
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran’s response was a slash of his saber.
    

    

    
      To Lai Xiangran, the matter of his junior being injured was already irrelevant. His eyes were now fixed solely on the peerless divine weapon in Chen Ming’s hand!
    

    

    
      A Fifth Grade holding such a divine weapon could actually block his saber qi. This alone showed how extraordinary the weapon was.
    

    

    
      Such a peerless divine weapon, in the hands of this brat, was like a pearl cast before swine.
    

    

    
      It should belong to me!
    

    

    
      At this moment, Lai Xiangran was already harboring killing intent.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Eh?
    

    

    
      Not far away, Princess Hongyu had nearly intervened when she saw Chen Ming in danger. She hadn’t sensed the presence of the Heaven's Path Alliance disciple. If she didn’t act…
    

    

    
      Yet what she saw shocked her.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had actually blocked that lethal slash of saber qi. On the blade of that divine weapon, a faint red glow shimmered—it was clearly sword qi.
    

    

    
      “He’s only at Fifth Grade. How could he possibly produce sword qi?”
    

    

    
      “That divine weapon he holds doesn’t even have a spirit…”
    

    

    
      At this point, the two had started fighting again.
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu instinctively clenched her fists, ready to step in the moment Chen Ming was in danger.
    

    

    
      But three moves passed, then five, then more than ten…
    

    

    
      The shock in her eyes deepened, and a storm surged in her heart.
    

    

    
      How could this be possible?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, with the cultivation of a Fifth Grade, using a damaged divine weapon, was actually holding his own in a fierce battle with a Fourth Grade, neither side gaining the upper hand.
    

    

    
      Had she not witnessed it herself, she would never have believed it.
    

    

    
      “His true qi is actually this thick and dense!”
    

    

    
      Though it hadn’t truly reached a level that could rival Gang Qi, he had cleverly used the divine weapon to resist the Gang Qi.
    

    

    
      Even so, this was already astonishing.
    

    

    
      “Could it be…”
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu thought of a possibility—could he have fused the 《Lunar True Scripture》 and the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》?
    

    

    
      With her insight, she could naturally see that these two techniques originated from the same lineage. If they could be merged, combining yin and yang, the resulting power would indeed be immense.
    

    

    
      The problem was—it was nearly impossible to accomplish.
    

    

    
      Yet aside from this, she could think of no other explanation.
    

    

    
      “This brat——”
    

    

    
      A glimmer of brilliance flashed in Princess Hongyu’s eyes, and she once again raised her estimation of Chen Ming’s importance by another level.
    

    

    
      By now, Chen Ming and Lai Xiangran had exchanged over twenty moves.
    

    

    
      From her perspective, his swordsmanship was exceptionally refined—superior even to that of the Fourth Grade. If their cultivation levels were equal, that Fourth Grade would never be a match.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming’s cultivation was ultimately too low. The gap of one whole realm was like a chasm. Lasting over twenty moves was already something to be proud of.
    

    

    
      She had already noticed that Chen Ming’s true qi was nearly exhausted. He wouldn’t last much longer.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, two more moves later, a flaw appeared in Chen Ming’s sword technique.
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu was just about to strike.
    

    

    
      Vmmm——
    

    

    
      A buzzing sound rang in her ears, and a surge of indescribable emotion swept over her, causing a momentary lapse in her focus.
    

    

    
      No!
    

    

    
      Her gaze instantly sharpened, clarity returning to her eyes. The emotion she felt now was not surprise—but terror.
    

    

    
      That sword just now was undoubtedly sword intent!
    

    

    
      “Ah——”
    

    

    
      A blood-curdling scream rang out.
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu saw that the Fourth Grade martial artist had his arm severed and vanished into the night within moments. Only Chen Ming stood where he was, and before him, an arm holding a saber remained.
    

    

    
      Blood was splattered across the ground.
    

    

    
      A breeze blew through the night, rustling Chen Ming’s robes, making him appear like a statue.
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu felt a flutter in her heart, deeply shaken by what she had just witnessed.
    

    

    
      Fifth Grade—sword intent!
    

    

    
      She found it hard to associate the two.
    

    

    
      But he had done it.
    

    

    
      For the first time, she felt something unfathomable in this young man.
    

  Chapter 168: What a Ridiculous Name

    
      Chapter 168: What a Ridiculous Name
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV65 enemy and gained 33,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood in place, a wave of darkness sweeping over his vision.
    

    

    
      That last sword strike had not only drained all remaining True Qi from his body but had also severely exhausted his spirit. Now the aftereffects kicked in—just the thought made the back of his head ache sharply.
    

    

    
      "Good thing he ran..."
    

    

    
      He thought with some relief. If Lai Xiangran had been a bit braver and hadn’t fled outright, the one to die would likely have been him.
    

    

    
      At this moment, a somewhat familiar voice echoed in his ear. "Showing mercy like that will only get you badly hurt."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took a deep breath. Within his dried-up Qi Sea, a single thread of True Qi finally emerged. When he opened his eyes, he saw the red-dressed "Sister Red" standing before him in the moonlight.
    

    

    
      That stabbing pain in his head eased a great deal.
    

    

    
      He said joyfully, "Sister Red, why are you here?"
    

    

    
      Princess Hongyu’s gaze was somewhat complex. "If I weren’t here, how could I have witnessed that scene just now? With a Fifth Grade cultivation, you nearly killed a Fourth Grade. Chen Ming, the progress you’ve made in the past two months is far beyond my imagination!"
    

    

    
      In just a few breaths, the thread of True Qi in Chen Ming’s body grew stronger, and he recovered slightly. He said, "Sister Red flatters me. I was merely relying on the advantage of the divine weapon."
    

    

    
      "Many wield divine weapons, but how many can leap ranks to defeat their foes? You don’t need to be modest."
    

    

    
      "Sister Red came to Jiangzhou City for business?" Chen Ming changed the subject.
    

    

    
      "It’s done. I was just about to leave. I wanted to drop by to greet you tonight, but I didn’t expect to witness such a marvelous battle. You were soft-hearted just now and nearly got yourself killed. Remember this lesson—when dealing with enemies, never show mercy."
    

    

    
      "I’ll remember Sister Red’s teachings." Chen Ming thanked her, then invited, "Why not come to my house and sit for a while?"
    

    

    
      "No, I must go." Princess Hongyu paused, then added, "If you had focused more on 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》, you wouldn’t have needed to unleash Sword Intent to defeat that man today."
    

    

    
      With that, she floated away gracefully.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared at the red-clad woman who flew off like a fairy under the moon, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      During the intense fight with Lai Xiangran, he had noticed it—the opponent’s movement technique was far superior. Several times, he had spotted openings, yet the man somehow dodged in seemingly impossible ways.
    

    

    
      Now, with just one hint from the red-clad woman, he understood.
    

    

    
      It was the movement technique!
    

    

    
      Before, all the opponents he encountered were Fifth Grade, none of whom pressured him. Under the mastered 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》, he had always easily resolved the fight.
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran was, thus far, the strongest enemy he had encountered. This battle had also taught him how to enhance the power of 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》.
    

    

    
      That was—movement technique.
    

    

    
      "Young Master——"
    

    

    
      Just then, Chen Ming heard the voices of Qiuxiang and Dongxiang. He turned to see the two maids running toward him, surrounding him with anxious expressions. "You’re not hurt, are you?"
    

    

    
      "I’m fine. Pick up that severed arm and the black saber."
    

    

    
      He gave the order and then returned home with them.
    

    

    
      One thing the red-clad woman was absolutely right about—he had chopped off one of Lai Xiangran’s arms, completely forging enmity with the Heavenly Ultimate Sect.
    

    

    
      There was little difference between this and outright killing the man, in terms of how deep the grudge was.
    

    

    
      Of course, by not killing Lai Xiangran, he still had the chance to harvest experience points again.
    

    

    
      The real trouble now was the Sect Leader of the Heavenly Ultimate Sect—a Second Grade expert. Killing him might be as easy as slaughtering a chicken.
    

    

    
      "I’ll have to seek out Yu Haitang, see if she has a solution."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang had already gifted him the "Mingfeng Sword", clearly placing high hopes on him. Now that he had beheaded a Fourth Grade with his sword, such a display should convince her to invest even more in him, right?
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      At the Heavenly Ultimate Sect's base—
    

    

    
      Han Xiangcheng had just regained consciousness. Upon learning that his senior brother had gone to find Chen Ming to seek justice for him, he nearly fainted again.
    

    

    
      From sheer rage.
    

    

    
      He knew all too well his senior brother’s temper. He would definitely fight Chen Ming. At that point, who knew if the other would be seriously injured?
    

    

    
      This time, their Heavenly Ultimate Sect would lose both face and people.
    

    

    
      What would others say about them?
    

    

    
      The disciples of the Heavenly Ultimate Sect went out to challenge others, lost, and then had their elders go settle the score. How shameless!
    

    

    
      If the Heavenly Ultimate Sect behaved this way to others, then others would, of course, have every reason to do the same to them.
    

    

    
      Senior Brother was so muddle-headed!
    

    

    
      Han Xiangcheng was filled with anxiety but could do nothing. At his senior brother’s speed, the situation was likely already irreversible...
    

    

    
      As he fretted, a figure flew in.
    

    

    
      "Senior Brother, your—your hand!?"
    

    

    
      Just as Han Xiangcheng was about to complain, he noticed something wrong. A closer look revealed with shock—his senior brother’s right hand was gone.
    

    

    
      Lai Xiangran’s face was pale. With his remaining hand, he grabbed his junior brother’s collar and weakly said, "Spread the word immediately—I’m about to break into Third Grade and will enter death seclusion..."
    

    

    
      He paused for breath. "Remember... don’t... provoke that... Chen Ming... again..."
    

    

    
      Han Xiangcheng held back tears and choked out, "Senior Brother, your hand... what exactly... happened?"
    

    

    
      "Don’t ask. Just remember what I said! Don’t worry, as long as Martial Uncle is around, our Heavenly Ultimate Sect won’t fall! Now, help... help me inside..."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Dawn broke.
    

    

    
      In a tranquil courtyard, Yu Haitang, dressed in a white gown, sat under the eaves reading a book. The morning sun bathed her, dyeing her face a golden hue.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the maid Mei’er tiptoed over and softly reported, "Master, Young Master Chen just sent a message."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang didn’t even lift her head. "What does he want?"
    

    

    
      "He asked Master to go over." As Mei’er spoke, she sneakily observed her master’s expression. Seeing neither joy nor anger, she merely commented, "His courage has grown."
    

    

    
      After a while, she asked, "Who delivered the message?"
    

    

    
      Mei’er lowered her head. "A maid named Qiuxiang from Young Master Chen’s household."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang frowned. "What a ridiculous name. And the other one?"
    

    

    
      "Dongxiang."
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang closed the copy of 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 she had received from Chen Ming, stood up, and said, "Tell them to prepare the carriage."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      Soon after, she rode out in a carriage. All the way to Tianyangli, she alighted at the street entrance and walked to the gates of Changqing Hall.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang still wore a veiled hat. The white silk veil obscured her peerless beauty. Escorted by Ji Qianxing, she entered the unremarkable clinic.
    

    

    
      She greeted the elder inside with a graceful bow. "Senior, I’ve come to see you again. Did the calming incense I brought last time work well?"
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun replied with a detached tone. "I’ve told you, don’t waste effort on this old man. I’m just a doctor. There are at least three in Jiangzhou City whose medical skills surpass mine."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, "I know Senior wishes to keep his identity hidden. Don’t worry, I’ve been discreet. No one will notice."
    

    

    
      "You’ve got the wrong person. I’m just a doctor."
    

    

    
      "Yes, yes, Senior is indeed just a doctor. I merely wish to form good karma. Should I be injured or fall ill in the future, I hope Senior would save me."
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun’s gaze swept over her and he calmly said, "Right now, your True Qi is already problematic."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was slightly startled. "Senior, you can tell?"
    

    

    
      "If I’m not mistaken, you’re trying to dual cultivate another art. But you were too hasty, and not long ago, your True Qi almost reversed. Your meridians suffered considerable damage."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang bowed again. "Senior’s insight is like a torch. I hope you can guide me."
    

    

    
      "I only know medicine. Asking me won’t help." Doctor Sun changed the subject. "You should ask the person who gave you that cultivation method."
    

    

    
      "Thank you for the guidance, Senior."
    

    

    
      "Alright, a patient is here. Don’t disturb me from healing people."
    

    

    
      "Junior takes her leave."
    

    

    
      As Yu Haitang exited Changqing Hall, she suddenly stopped. Her dress fluttered without wind, and a wave of heat burst from her body.
    

    

    
      After several breaths, the strange state faded.
    

    

    
      Just then, Ji Qianxing quietly asked, "Master, are you alright?"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang shook her head without replying. She continued forward, walking through an alley behind Changqing Hall, to a small courtyard adjacent to it.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing stepped forward and knocked.
    

    

    
      Soon, the door opened.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming personally greeted them. "Honored Lady’s arrival truly graces this humble place."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang entered with Ji Qianxing.
    

    

    
      In the courtyard was a table with a tea tray atop it.
    

    

    
      Beside the table were two chairs.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s gaze swept past the two maids behind him. "Speak. What is it?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "Last night, I got into serious trouble. I didn’t know what to do, so I could only turn to you."
    

    

    
      "Oh? Let’s hear it. What kind of serious trouble?"
    

    

    
      With a wave of his hand, Qiuxiang and Dongxiang turned and brought over a tray, on which lay a severed arm and a black saber.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang glanced at it, recognized the saber’s peculiar design, and said indifferently, "You cut off Han Xiangcheng’s hand from the Heavenly Ultimate Sect?"
    

    

    
      Her tone seemed to say—just for that?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming corrected her. "Not Han Xiangcheng. Lai Xiangran."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was slightly stunned, her tone finally taking on some seriousness. "Was it that Heaven's Path Alliance disciple at your side who did it?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled bitterly. "If it were her, I wouldn’t be this troubled. I did it."
    

    

    
      "You?"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s tone clearly showed disbelief.
    

    

    
      Just Chen Ming, cutting off the hand of Lai Xiangran, a Fourth Grade martial artist? Unless the man had been knocked out cold.
    

    

    
      "It was me. If you don’t believe me, ask them."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pointed at the two maids behind him.
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang and Dongxiang had kept their heads lowered, not daring to look their former master in the eye. At Chen Ming’s words, they grew nervous at once. "It was indeed Young Master who did it. The two of us… saw it with our own eyes. There’s no mistake."
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      Qiuxiang and Dongxiang were formerly the maids of Yu Haitang, so they probably wouldn’t lie to her.
    

    

    
      Still, she didn’t believe it. This was a judgment based on common sense. As for Chen Ming’s strength, she had her own assessment.
    

    

    
      There might be geniuses in this world who could battle across realms, but she had never seen one. Even if such a person appeared in Jiangzhou, it couldn’t possibly be Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      She said coldly,"Impossible."
    

    

    
      At that moment, Ji Qianxing stepped forward from behind her, grasped the saber hilt, and within his indifferent gaze appeared a trace of solemnity. With a somewhat hoarse voice, he said,"Let me see how you severed Lai Xiangran’s arm!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit helpless. Honestly, no one ever believed the truth.
    

    

    
      He reminded,"Be careful, Brother Ji."
    

    

    
      Then he gripped the sword hilt, drew the sword, and gave a gentle swing.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s gaze contracted. She sensed an unusual fluctuation emanating from that once-familiar Mingfeng Sword.
    

    

    
      "How is this possible?"
    

    

    
      In the next instant, a visible red gleam flew out.
    

    

    
      It was Sword Qi!
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was greatly shocked. Under the intense emotional turmoil, her True Qi instantly lost control, and her veiled hat was blown off, revealing her stunningly beautiful face, momentarily dazed from the shock.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing, who was directly facing that Sword Qi, had his pupils contract. He could only manage to raise his longsword by an inch before—clang—a ringing sound followed. He was forced back four or five steps by that immense force.
    

    

    
      He stopped, his sword hand trembling slightly, the web between his thumb and forefinger cracked, blood seeping out. Yet he didn’t seem to feel it at all, staring blankly at Chen Ming across from him.
    

    

    
      Moments later, Ji Qianxing cupped his fist in salute."Thank you, Brother Chen, for your mercy!"
    

    

    
      His tone was exceedingly complex.
    

    

    
      This was also the first time he addressed Chen Ming as"Brother Chen".
    

    

    
      Chen Ming earnestly said,"My apologies. In order to prove myself to the lady, I might have used a bit too much force. Brother Ji, I hope you don’t mind."
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing said nothing, quietly retreating to the side and hiding his right hand behind his back.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang stared blankly at the Mingfeng Sword in his hand, muttering,"How is this possible? How did you do it?"
    

    

    
      She could see that the reason Chen Ming was able to unleash that Sword Qi, comparable to a Fourth Grade, was due to the power of that divine weapon.
    

    

    
      But how was this possible?
    

    

    
      The Mingfeng Sword was once her most beloved sword, one she couldn’t bear to part with. The sword spirit within it had already dissipated. It should have been incapable of displaying the might of a peerless divine weapon.
    

    

    
      Yet that strike from Chen Ming had clearly restored some of the divine weapon’s power. Though faint, it was unmistakable—this divine weapon, in his hands, had become different.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming explained,"By a twist of fate, it absorbed a strand of Sword Intent and underwent some peculiar changes. That’s how it ended up like this."
    

    

    
      Sword Intent?
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang fell silent.
    

    

    
      For someone with only Fifth Grade cultivation to be able to unleash Sword Qi was already astonishing. But to also possess a strand of peerless Sword Intent? That was even more outrageous.
    

    

    
      Even a Sword Intent from a First Grade expert would be useless to the Mingfeng Sword. It would require the Sword Intent of a Divine Repository Realm expert.
    

    

    
      This brat had more secrets than she had imagined.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang suddenly shook her head."Sword Qi alone wouldn’t be enough for you to defeat Lai Xiangran."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, how does she know so much about Lai Xiangran’s strength? He said aloud,"In the martial world, naturally one has a few trump cards."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang gave him a deep look, didn’t pursue the topic, and instead sat gracefully on the chair prepared for her."So, you brought me here because you’re worried the Sect Master of Heavenly Ultimate Sect will come for revenge?"
    

    

    
      "The lady is indeed incredibly perceptive. You guessed it right."
    

    

    
      "You needn’t worry about that. Though that Sect Master Liao is fiercely protective of his own, he wouldn’t dare step into Jiangzhou City. As long as you remain in the city, he can’t do anything to you."
    

    

    
      The implication being, if he dared to leave Jiangzhou City, he would have to face the wrath of a Second Grade expert.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said,"I can’t stay in Jiangzhou City forever, can I?"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang retorted,"Why not?"
    

    

    
      "I’ve been away from home for two months now. My family must be worried."
    

    

    
      "You’re afraid Sect Master Liao might harm your family? You can rest assured. No matter what, he is still a sect master. Unless you killed both of his disciples, he wouldn’t go that far."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, who could guarantee such a thing?
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang seemed to see through his thoughts and said,"When you reach Fourth Grade someday, I can settle this matter for you. Make sure Sect Master Liao won’t bother you again."
    

    

    
      Such confidence—this was no ordinary bold claim.
    

    

    
      A Second Grade expert, and she spoke of settling it just like that?
    

    

    
      Naturally, Chen Ming didn’t question her and simply nodded. Then he suddenly asked,"I have an unreasonable request. I hope the lady can help."
    

    

    
      In the past, Yu Haitang would have probably replied, “Since you know it’s unreasonable, don’t say it,” and sent him away. But now, she patiently asked,"What is it?"
    

    

    
      "I’ve always enjoyed sparring with martial artists of similar strength, to experience the martial arts of different sects. The lady surely knows many Fourth Grade martial artists in Jiangzhou City. Would you be willing to introduce a few to spar with me?"
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Yu Haitang realized it was a trivial matter and nodded."Sure, I’ll handle it."
    

    

    
      "Then I thank the lady deeply."Chen Ming now looked at her with a different gaze.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang found this guy to be quite the martial arts fanatic. When she gifted him the divine weapon Mingfeng Sword earlier, he didn’t even seem this happy.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the two maids saw their conversation was nearly done and came over with tea.
    

    

    
      She took a sip, then suddenly waved her hand.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing, who stood behind her, paused for a moment, then silently left the courtyard.
    

    

    
      The two maids followed suit.
    

    

    
      In the courtyard, only Chen Ming and Yu Haitang remained.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang set down her teacup and said,"Your cultivation has improved greatly. Have you already mastered the Primordial Wood True Art?"
    

    

    
      Even with a divine weapon, an ordinary Fifth Grade martial artist wouldn’t be able to unleash Sword Qi. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been so shocked.
    

    

    
      At least, even when she was at the peak of Fifth Grade, having cultivated the Primordial Wood True Art, she couldn’t achieve that.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s Primordial Fire True Art and her Primordial Wood True Art were of the same level.
    

    

    
      If she couldn’t do it, there was no reason he could.
    

    

    
      So there could only be one explanation—he had also cultivated the Primordial Wood True Art successfully. The two complemented each other, resulting in his drastic improvement in strength. He had already surpassed the vast majority of top-tier Fifth Grades in the world.
    

    

    
      Such quality of True Qi was enough to rival the most supreme divine arts passed down by the top forces.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded and said,"During this one month of seclusion, I did gain some insights."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang, upon receiving a definite answer, couldn’t help but twitch her eyelid.
    

    

    
      All along, she had absolute confidence in her own talent.
    

    

    
      If it weren’t for Pan Zhiyuan stopping her, she would have confidently stepped into Third Grade last year. Looking across the land, those who could rival her were no more than a handful.
    

    

    
      Over the past month, she had been comprehending the 《Primordial Fire True Art》 and did have some realizations, but her eagerness caused a few missteps in cultivation. As a result, her True Qi clashed internally. If not for her quick reaction, she would have already suffered qi deviation and become a cripple.
    

    

    
      This also made her understand how dangerous it was to dual-cultivate the 《Primordial Fire True Art》.
    

    

    
      And yet, within the same month, Chen Ming not only comprehended it but also succeeded in cultivating it, leading to a massive improvement in power, even managing to defeat a Fourth Grade while still at Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      What kind of monster was this?
    

    

    
      In comparison, her previously proud talent and perception seemed clearly inferior.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang suppressed the vexing sense of defeat within her chest and said,"It just so happens that I have some doubts about merging True Qi. May I ask you for guidance?"
    

    

    
      She candidly admitted her doubts and directly asked for his instruction. This kind of open-mindedness earned his appreciation.
    

    

    
      At least she wasn’t the type who wanted both face and substance yet hesitated to speak.
    

    

    
      "Of course."
    

    

    
      He agreed straightforwardly.
    

    

    
      No one understood better than him how difficult it was to merge these two arts. Theory was one thing, execution was entirely another.
    

    

    
      He even suspected that the Eternal Life Emperor of those years had failed to merge all five arts, otherwise he wouldn’t have passed them down to five different people.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until nightfall that Yu Haitang reluctantly left. Clearly, she had gained much from the day.
    

    

    
      In the following days, she came to Chen Ming’s residence daily to explore with him how to merge the two arts of the same origin.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming taught her everything he knew without reservation.
    

    

    
      After all, she had gifted him a divine weapon and promised to introduce Fourth Grade experts he could spar with. He owed her a favor—it was a good time to repay it.
    

    

    
      In a flash, half a month had passed.
    

    

    
      In the small courtyard where Chen Ming lived, the two sat together again, having an enjoyable discussion. Before they knew it, night had fallen.
    

    

    
      "So that’s how it is!"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang suddenly sighed in realization, a gleam of joy in her eyes. Looking at Chen Ming, she smiled and said,"Chen Ming, thank you."
    

    

    
      It was the first time Chen Ming had seen such a genuine smile bloom on her face. His heart stirred uncontrollably for a moment, and he swallowed before saying,"The lady gifted me a divine weapon and promised to help me. I’m merely returning the favor."
    

    

    
      "Tomorrow, I’ll send someone to take you to meet a few Fourth Grade martial artists."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had waited half a month for this day, so he was naturally delighted.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang, seeing his joyful face, felt a strange sensation rise in her heart. It seemed that to this man, sparring with other Fourth Grade martial artists was more appealing than spending time with her.
    

    

    
      "I’m leaving."
    

    

    
      For some reason, the joy in her heart faded significantly. She rose to take her leave, putting on her veiled hat.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming escorted her all the way to the door.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Outside the door, Ji Qianxing was already waiting. After Yu Haitang boarded the carriage, he cupped his fist toward Chen Ming, then sat beside the coachman and slowly departed.
    

    

    
      After the carriage traveled a good distance, Yu Haitang’s voice suddenly came from inside the carriage.
    

    

    
      "Starting tomorrow, I’ll be entering seclusion for a period."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      After a while, she added,"Have someone watch that place."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      "What’s the situation with Qin Changyuan?"
    

    

    
      Just as Ji Qianxing was about to answer, a carriage suddenly rushed out from a nearby alley and blocked the path. He was about to act, but upon seeing the carriage clearly, he paused.
    

    

    
      It was the Qin Family’s carriage!
    

    

    
      The coachman reined in the galloping horses just in time to avoid a collision with the carriage in front.
    

    

    
      The door of the opposing carriage was pushed open. Qin Changyuan stepped out like an enraged bull, his gaze filled with deep disappointment and hatred as he shouted sternly,"Erniang, why?!"
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage, Yu Haitang calmly replied,"What madness is the Third Young Master raving about?"
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan gnashed his teeth and said,"What’s your relationship with that little bastard? Why do you go to his house every day? Tell me!"
    

    

    
      The more he spoke, the angrier he became, eventually bordering on madness."At first, I didn’t believe it when others told me. But today, I saw it with my own eyes… You—do you think you’ve treated me fairly?!"
    

    

    
      At this moment, he resembled a husband who had caught his wife cheating, exploding in impotent rage.
    

    

    
      In response came Yu Haitang’s voice, cold as ice."Who I associate with is none of your concern. Uncle Wan, go."
    

    

    
      The coachman cracked his whip, and the horse moved forward again. The carriage blocking their way seemed to be pushed aside by an invisible force, clearing the path.
    

    

    
      The carriage resumed its journey.
    

    

    
      Behind them came Qin Changyuan’s frenzied roar,"I’ll kill him… I swear I’ll kill him…"
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing hesitated for a moment and asked,"Should we send someone to protect him?"
    

    

    
      "No need."
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      Qin Changyuan vented his anger, and only after the carriage disappeared from sight did he finally stop yelling. Gasping for breath, his eyes bloodshot, his face full of murderous intent, he growled, "Go. I’ll personally slaughter that bastard!"
    

    

    
      The coachman was a middle-aged man. He calmly said, "Young Master, think thrice."
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan erupted with rage. "Even you want to defy me now?"
    

    

    
      The coachman replied, "A month ago, Han Xiangcheng from the Heavenly Ultimate Sect challenged that Chen Ming and was defeated by a single sword strike, suffering internal injuries. That night, his senior brother Lai Xiangran tried to seek justice for him, only to declare seclusion the next day. There are rumors saying he lost to Chen Ming's sword and even had one arm severed—"
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he shook his head. "That rumor is too outrageous to be believed. The most likely explanation is that Chen Ming has a powerful protector at his side. To kill him, at least a Third Grade must take action to be certain."
    

    

    
      The implication was clear—given Qin Changyuan's strength, he most likely couldn't kill the man. He’d only end up humiliating himself.
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan wasn’t a reckless brute. After hearing the coachman’s analysis, he finally calmed down. Cold light flickered in his eyes as he suddenly snatched the whip from the coachman’s hand and lashed him several times.
    

    

    
      The coachman didn’t dodge. He took the lashes head-on, his skin torn and bloodied.
    

    

    
      "Hmph!"
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan said coldly, "This is what you get for talking back."
    

    

    
      He then tossed the whip back, returned to the carriage, and ordered, "To Tianxiang Tower."
    

    

    
      The coachman silently steered the carriage and turned it in the direction of Tianxiang Tower.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Qin Changyuan comes from a collateral branch of the Qin Family. He was born into poverty. At fifteen, he demonstrated extraordinary talent and was granted favor by the clan head, thus joining the main bloodline of the Qin Family."
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang was telling Chen Ming about Qin Changyuan. "Although he is a standout among his generation in the Qin Family, he actually can’t mobilize their power. As long as you don’t kill him, the Qin Family won’t send strong experts against you."
    

    

    
      Then she added, "However, he is now part of the main branch and very talented. Many in the city are willing to associate with him. It’s possible some small power might send a Third Grade expert to trouble you. It’s not something to take lightly."
    

    

    
      Third Grade? Small power?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found it hard to put those two terms together.
    

    

    
      In Qingfeng City, there hadn’t been a single Third Grade for a long time.
    

    

    
      One could only say Jiangzhou City was filled with experts. Saying Third Grades were as common as dogs was an exaggeration, but in Jiangzhou, they really held little prestige.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "Do you think Miss Yu would send a Third Grade expert to protect me?"
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang and Dongxiang hesitated for a moment, then shook their heads.
    

    

    
      He asked, "What do you think is going through her mind?"
    

    

    
      They had followed Yu Haitang for several years and knew her to some extent.
    

    

    
      Dongxiang cautiously replied, "She... probably wants to use this chance to test whether you have any other trump cards."
    

    

    
      "What if I don’t? What if I just die?"
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang and Dongxiang looked troubled, as if they wanted to speak but held back.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood. If he died, she probably wouldn’t care much.
    

    

    
      That was true. She had so easily cast aside even long-serving personal maids. Why would she care about an outsider like him?
    

    

    
      Fine. It seemed he could only rely on himself.
    

    

    
      That woman in red had already left.
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun from Changqing Hall—who knew if he could be counted on?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit frustrated. Depending on others for protection really sucked.
    

    

    
      If he truly encountered a Third Grade enemy, he’d have to break through to Fourth Grade on the spot and go all out.
    

    

    
      Thinking this, he silently recited in his heart.
    

    

    
      【Level: 55】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 624000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Layer, Perfected), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Fifth Layer 990000/1500000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 (First Layer 20463/100000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      Over the past month, he had continued adding two thousand points per day to 《Five Elements True Art》.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared at the panel, deep in thought.
    

    

    
      When he saw 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》, he couldn’t help but recall the words of that mysterious woman in red.
    

    

    
      He had practiced this lightness skill occasionally, and its proficiency had risen by several thousand points—barely better than nothing.
    

    

    
      He thought for a moment and made a decision in his heart.
    

    

    
      "Add points."
    

    

    
      He directly allocated eighty thousand experience points to the lightness skill 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》.
    

    

    
      【Level: 55】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 544000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Layer, Perfected), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Fifth Layer 990000/1500000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 (Second Layer 463/200000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      As soon as the points were added, Chen Ming felt a strange change occur in his body.
    

    

    
      Some of his meridians and acupoints were widened, becoming more resilient. His mind filled with many techniques and experiences related to lightness skill.
    

    

    
      This change lasted for more than ten seconds.
    

    

    
      "My speed has increased by nearly fifty percent."
    

    

    
      He was thrilled by the effect. This was his burst speed. For long-distance travel, it had improved by two or thirty percent.
    

    

    
      That was already quite astounding.
    

    

    
      "This lightness skill is really something."
    

    

    
      A skill that required one hundred thousand experience points just for the first layer was certainly not ordinary.
    

    

    
      If he had possessed this level of lightness skill a month ago, he wouldn’t have needed to use Sword Intent to defeat Lai Xiangran.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After nightfall, Chen Ming sat in his room reading. The "Mingfeng Sword" lay nearby within easy reach.
    

    

    
      The night was silent.
    

    

    
      Only occasional barks from outside and insect chirps from the courtyard could be heard.
    

    

    
      A breeze blew in, bringing a refreshing chill.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming sensed something and looked up, calling out, "Miss Su?"
    

    

    
      A white figure appeared outside the window.
    

    

    
      He opened the window and saw Su Zhi Ning standing beneath the eaves, dressed in white like snow, still wearing her veil, only her eyes visible. Those eyes sparkled like stars.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming exclaimed in surprise, "It really is you! Where have you been all this time? I thought something happened to you."
    

    

    
      He wasn’t sure if it was an illusion, but the light in those brilliant eyes softened. She quietly replied, "Recovering from injuries."
    

    

    
      "Are you healed now?"
    

    

    
      "Mm."
    

    

    
      "That’s great."
    

    

    
      His joy was genuine. With her around, he felt secure.
    

    

    
      Though not yet Third Grade, her identity as a disciple of the Heaven’s Path Alliance was deterrent enough.
    

    

    
      As for her Heart Demon—it wasn’t too concerning. With his current strength, even if he couldn’t win, he could escape.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning saw the genuine joy on his face and instinctively looked away. She asked, "How did you notice me?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up the Mingfeng Sword. "It told me."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning looked at the divine weapon and was surprised to find it had changed. It no longer looked lifeless but now exuded a faint vitality.
    

    

    
      She glanced inside the room, her eyes turning cold. "Who are those two women inside?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed, "Two pitiful people. They made a small mistake and had their legs broken by their former master, then were sent to the farm as slaves. I felt sorry for them and brought them back..."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning looked at him, as if trying to see through him. "Are they your maids now?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a chill under her gaze and asked, "Is that a problem?"
    

    

    
      With her Heart Demon, Su Zhi Ning truly had changed. She never used to care who was around him.
    

    

    
      She quickly averted her gaze and dropped the topic. "Before our first spar, you said that if you won, I had to grant you a request."
    

    

    
      Eh?
    

    

    
      After all this time, why bring that up now?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cautiously replied, "I think... I did say something like that."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said, "Go ahead. Make your request."
    

    

    
      She had come to fulfill the promise of her own accord. It seemed the shadow of her defeat had finally lifted.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "It was just a joke. No need to take it seriously."
    

    

    
      In the past, he would’ve made his request without hesitation. But now, with her having a Heart Demon, it was better to be cautious—not to provoke her.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning stared into his eyes and said, "Didn’t you once say you wanted to see my true face?"
    

    

    
      Before he could respond, she reached up and removed her white veil.
    

    

    
      In that instant, Chen Ming felt as if something had struck his heart. The face before him matched every fantasy he’d ever had about celestial maidens in martial arts novels.
    

    

    
      That cool, sacred, and mysterious aura.
    

    

    
      That bright, deep gaze, devoid of any impurity.
    

    

    
      And the ethereal fairy-like aura that surrounded her...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally understood why she was on the Absolute Beauty Ranking and not Mudan. Though they were from the same sect, there was still a gap in beauty and temperament.
    

    

    
      "My master told me never to show my true face in the martial world. He said people are easily swayed by beauty—it would hinder my cultivation."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning looked at Chen Ming. Her voice was like a breeze from an icy spring, clear and gentle, intoxicating.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded in agreement. "Your master was right. In the martial world, the two things most likely to cause trouble are divine manuals and stunning beauties. Honestly, you shouldn’t have shown me either."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said, "My master also said that after a year of tempering, I could remove the veil. For me, that is another form of cultivation."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought of the peculiar techniques of the Heaven’s Path Alliance and understood her master’s intent.
    

    

    
      However, she hadn’t been out for long before her master was trapped in the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion and didn’t get a chance to teach her much.
    

    

    
      During this time, she had stayed by his side, always hidden in the shadows, rarely interacting with others.
    

    

    
      If she really took off the veil—could she handle it?
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      The next morning, the person sent by Yu Haitang arrived. It was an old acquaintance—Ji Qianxing. This young genius, ranked seventh on the Azure Cloud Ranking, had actually become her bodyguard and errand-runner.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had always suspected that perhaps Ji Qianxing had some sort of leverage held by Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      "About last time, thank you."
    

    

    
      He was referring to the matter with Qiuxiang and Dongxiang. He had not found a chance to express his gratitude until now.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing still wore that indifferent expression. "It was nothing."
    

    

    
      After getting in the carriage, he asked again, "Where are we going now?"
    

    

    
      "You'll know when we get there."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said no more, laying the Mingfeng Sword across his knees and closing his eyes to rest.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, the carriage entered a tranquil courtyard.
    

    

    
      As soon as Chen Ming stepped out of the carriage, he knew where he was—Yu Haitang’s residence. He had been here before.
    

    

    
      "Follow me."
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing called out and walked toward the back courtyard.
    

    

    
      After passing through several courtyard gates, they arrived at a large courtyard. A somewhat disheveled middle-aged man stood there with his hands hanging at his sides.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing said to the middle-aged man, "The master said, as long as you can defeat him, your past mistakes will be overlooked."
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, the middle-aged man looked up at Chen Ming. His gaze instantly turned sharp, exerting immense pressure on him.
    

    

    
      The once-disheveled man now exuded the demeanor of an expert. With a flip of his hand, a dagger appeared as he said, "Come at me."
    

    

    
      Seeing that the man neither introduced himself nor asked his name, Chen Ming didn't waste any words either and unsheathed his sword.
    

    

    
      "Good sword!"
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man's eyes lit up.
    

    

    
      By this time, Ji Qianxing had already stepped aside.
    

    

    
      "Careful now!"
    

    

    
      After saying that, Chen Ming launched the move "Vermilion Shadow Pierces the Woods", a plain and simple thrust, but it was fast to the extreme.
    

    

    
      After reaching the second level of 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》, his speed had greatly improved, and with his sword techniques, the power had increased drastically again.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man’s expression turned serious. He slashed with his dagger, precisely intercepting the oncoming sword tip.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming's figure violently retreated.
    

    

    
      This man’s power was far above his own; direct confrontation was unwise.
    

    

    
      In a flash, he twisted his body and charged again. This sword was three-tenths faster than before.
    

    

    
      His cultivation had its limits and couldn't sustain prolonged battles. He had to end the fight quickly. If he couldn't defeat his opponent within twenty moves, he would be left at the mercy of others.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the vast courtyard, Ji Qianxing was the only spectator. He watched intently. The two in the arena moved like hares and falcons, exchanging blows swiftly and fiercely. Ji Qianxing's fists clenched, veins bulging on the back of his hands.
    

    

    
      Clearly, he was far from calm.
    

    

    
      A little over a month ago, during the Azure Cloud Ranking competition, he had lost to Chen Ming and had since regarded him as the strongest rival of his life.
    

    

    
      Yesterday, when Chen Ming unleashed that strike of Sword Qi, he was already deeply shocked. Among Fifth Grade martial artists, no one could withstand that blow.
    

    

    
      Now, witnessing Chen Ming battling a Fourth Grade expert, Ji Qianxing's mind was in turmoil. He finally believed what Chen Ming had said yesterday.
    

    

    
      He really could defeat stronger foes despite being weaker.
    

    

    
      The strength Chen Ming was displaying filled him with profound despair.
    

    

    
      Was this his true strength?
    

    

    
      Or had his cultivation advanced by leaps and bounds in the past month?
    

    

    
      After ten moves, the middle-aged man was already being suppressed by Chen Ming. Each blast of Sword Qi targeted his weakest spots, forcing him back step by step.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Ji Qianxing was momentarily dazed. He thought to himself, "Brother, I’ve encountered someone even more monstrous than you..."
    

    

    
      When the middle-aged man retreated for the eighth time, he suddenly threw down his dagger, his face filled with bitterness, and said, "I lost." With that, he turned and left. His departing figure radiated indescribable desolation.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief. If the man hadn’t admitted defeat, he would have had to resort to using Sword Intent.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV68 enemy. Experience gained: 39000】
    

    

    
      Upon seeing this prompt, his confidence surged. Ignoring Ji Qianxing’s presence, he sat down cross-legged and began circulating his Qi.
    

    

    
      The dozen or so moves just now had consumed a significant amount of True Qi.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Two hours later, Chen Ming had mostly recovered. He didn’t get up immediately, but instead opened the panel. He added another fifty thousand points to 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》.
    

    

    
      This lightness technique indeed gave his combat ability a major boost, but it still wasn’t enough. Against an expert like that middle-aged man, he couldn’t yet win decisively.
    

    

    
      So, he needed to continue adding points.
    

    

    
      【Level: 55】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 533000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Stage Perfection), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Fifth Stage 990000/1500000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 (Second Stage 50711/200000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat for a while longer, digesting the strength he had just gained before standing up and saying to Ji Qianxing, "Next one."
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing’s gaze was somewhat complex. He nodded and went to summon the next opponent.
    

    

    
      The second opponent was a woman in her forties or fifties. Her weapon was a whip. From the first strike, she showed no mercy. The long whip slithered like a venomous snake, attacking from one direction and striking from another, blending feints and real strikes. It was extremely difficult to defend against.
    

    

    
      This was the first time Chen Ming had encountered such a weapon. At the start, he nearly suffered a major loss.
    

    

    
      At this point, the benefit of improved footwork became evident. As he maneuvered swiftly, the whip couldn’t even brush his clothes.
    

    

    
      After seven or eight moves, he finally grasped the whip’s attack pattern and began his counterattack.
    

    

    
      In Ji Qianxing’s eyes, Chen Ming seemed to have improved again after the last battle. It was clear that his movement technique had become even smoother than before.
    

    

    
      He was greatly shocked, and a thought flashed through his mind that seemed inconceivable, "Could it be that he improves every time he fights someone?"
    

    

    
      The idea was absurd, but the contrast before and after was so stark that he couldn’t help but think this way.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the tide of the battle had turned. Chen Ming broke through the opponent's whip technique with a single sword strike, cutting off a segment of the whip.
    

    

    
      After that, he continually closed the distance between them.
    

    

    
      The woman tried desperately to stop him, but it was all in vain. When another segment of her whip was severed, Chen Ming was already less than three feet away from her.
    

    

    
      "Hmph."
    

    

    
      With the Mingfeng Sword pointed at her throat, the woman resentfully threw down her whip and said begrudgingly, "You’re just relying on the sharpness of a divine weapon."
    

    

    
      Clearly, she was not convinced by her defeat.
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an LV63 enemy. Experience gained: 29000】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat cross-legged once more and resumed circulating his Qi.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Nearly two more hours passed before Chen Ming's True Qi had mostly recovered. He opened the panel again and added another fifty thousand experience points to 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》.
    

    

    
      In the previous battle, the reason he could easily defeat that woman was entirely due to his movement technique.
    

    

    
      Movement techniques wouldn’t directly enhance the power of swordsmanship, but in real combat, their benefits became immensely apparent.
    

    

    
      Especially when facing enemies of similar strength, even a slight speed advantage could determine the outcome.
    

    

    
      After standing up, Chen Ming asked Ji Qianxing, "Any more?"
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing’s gaze grew even more complex. He replied, "One more."
    

    

    
      The third opponent was an old man who looked like an account clerk—dry and thin, with a goatee. Nothing about him suggested he was a Fourth Grade expert.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing said to him, "The master said, as long as you can defeat him, she will personally recommend your granddaughter into the Cangyue Sect."
    

    

    
      The old man’s once-hunched back straightened instantly. A glint of light emerged in his cloudy eyes as if he had shed his disguise. "Young master, pardon me."
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing asked again, "Do you need a weapon?"
    

    

    
      "No."
    

    

    
      The old man took out his weapon—a counting frame.
    

    

    
      It looked like an ordinary abacus.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart tensed. Anyone bold enough to use such a weapon must have some tricks up their sleeve—most likely hidden weapons.
    

    

    
      Swish——
    

    

    
      Sure enough, several abacus beads, charged with Gang Qi, shot toward him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t take them head-on. His figure flickered and dodged the seven flying beads.
    

    

    
      Puff puff puff……
    

    

    
      The seven beads pierced through the courtyard wall behind him.
    

    

    
      Before Chen Ming had even stabilized himself, a sudden warning surged in his heart. His body twisted in an impossible angle, narrowly dodging several silently launched beads.
    

    

    
      This was an exceptionally advanced hidden weapon technique—not only did it avoid his field of vision, but there wasn’t the slightest sound of wind. If not for his extraordinary instincts, he would have been hit.
    

    

    
      Seeing that even this move was dodged, the old man tore apart the abacus. Nearly a hundred beads scattered like a rainstorm, shooting toward Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      This attack was utterly unreasonable. Its coverage was so wide that evasion was nearly impossible.
    

    

    
      Clearly, the old man had used his seasoned experience to identify Chen Ming’s greatest weakness—his Gang Qi was too weak, and he lacked Defensive Gang Qi.
    

    

    
      Those nearly one hundred beads were all wrapped in indomitable Gang Qi. With a formation like a celestial net, there was no place to hide.
    

    

    
      Without Defensive Gang Qi, the outcome was obvious.
    

    

    
      A confident smile had already appeared on the old man's face.
    

    

    
      "What a celestial net formation!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was somewhat amazed. Those hundred-plus beads sealed off every dead angle. No matter how he moved, he would have to face at least five or six of them.
    

    

    
      Given his speed, it was absolutely impossible to escape the strike range before the beads reached him.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Ji Qianxing could also see this and couldn’t help but admire the old man’s combat insight. He had so quickly found the path to victory.
    

    

    
      "Then, how will Chen Ming respond?"
    

    

    
      Seeing the incoming beads, Chen Ming didn’t draw his sword. Instead, he reached into his robe.
    

    

    
      In an instant, golden light flashed brightly.
    

    

    
      Clang clang clang……
    

    

    
      Amidst a flurry of intense collisions—
    

    

    
      The nearby wall collapsed with a loud crash.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stood there, completely unharmed.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing had seen it clearly—Chen Ming had fired over a dozen flying knives, each one striking a bead directly in front of him with pinpoint accuracy.
    

    

    
      Though the knives were all deflected, the impacted beads were knocked off course, missing him by mere hairs. Not a single one could hurt him.
    

    

    
      The smile on the old man’s face froze. He muttered, "Good flying knives! Truly, the younger generation is to be feared!"
    

    

    
      Then, he turned around and left, his figure filled with loneliness.
    

    

    
      He had already seen that this young man was only at the Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      For someone like him to bully the weak and fail to defeat his opponent in three moves—how could he still have the face to continue fighting?
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      Chapter 172: Plan
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV69 enemy and gained 41,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at the prompt and felt a sense of ease.
    

    

    
      This elderly man, who resembled an account clerk, had not used his full strength. Just like the middle-aged man before, he carried the demeanor of a Fourth Grade Expert—striking only to the point of restraint.
    

    

    
      In truth, if it were a fight to the death, unless Chen Ming used Sword Intent, he would be the one to die.
    

    

    
      But if he did use Sword Intent, he wouldn't be able to face the next opponent.
    

    

    
      The last time he used Sword Intent and severed Lai Xiangran’s arm, it took him half a day to recover. The mental toll was too great.
    

    

    
      Today, these three opponents had earned him more than one hundred thousand experience points in total.
    

    

    
      “As expected, high risk comes with high reward. The experience from challenging across ranks really is substantial.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, he was akin to having max-level skills and a top-tier item, grinding monsters over ten levels above him. As long as his monster-luring technique was decent, he could enjoy experience gains that soared like the wind.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked over to Ji Qianxing, who had been watching the match from the side, and said, “Thanks for your help, Brother Ji. Should I go pay a visit to the lady?”
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing replied, “No need. The mistress is in seclusion.”
    

    

    
      Seclusion?
    

    

    
      Could it be that she intended to dual cultivate the 《Primordial Fire True Art》 already?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming admired her courage and asked, “May I ask how many Fourth Grade experts the lady has arranged for me?”
    

    

    
      Seeing his earnest expression, Ji Qianxing said, “If you wish to continue, I can arrange it for Brother Chen tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “Continue.”
    

    

    
      “Very well. Same time in the morning, just come on your own, Brother Chen.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      ⋯
    

    

    
      After seeing Chen Ming off, Ji Qianxing headed to the rear courtyard to report to the mistress.
    

    

    
      Entering through the courtyard gate, he spoke to the maid Ju’er standing guard outside, “He’s left.”
    

    

    
      “Who left?”
    

    

    
      A gentle voice came from within as a noble and elegant woman dressed in palace attire stepped out.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing immediately saluted, “Greetings, Madam.”
    

    

    
      The woman raised her hand and said, “No need for formality. You just said—who left?”
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing answered, “It was Chen Ming.”
    

    

    
      “Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      The elegant woman paused for a moment, then recalled, “Is he the one who just rose to sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking? Xiao’e has her eyes on another promising young man, wanting to take him under her wing? What nonsense.”
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing lowered his head, not daring to speak.
    

    

    
      This woman was the mistress’s aunt by blood, born of the Yu Family, now the Sect Master’s wife of the Cangyue Sect, known as Madam Yu.
    

    

    
      The Xiao’e she referred to was Yu Haitang. “E’niang” was her childhood name, used only by those extremely close to her.
    

    

    
      Madam Yu asked, “Tell me, is Xiao’e truly in seclusion?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Madam,” both Ji Qianxing and Ju’er answered, bowing.
    

    

    
      A hint of worry flickered in Madam Yu’s eyes. “Has she truly decided? Does she really intend to take that step?”
    

    

    
      Ju’er softly said, “Madam, from what this maid knows, the mistress is cultivating a Secret Art, not breaking through a realm. It’s just that this Secret Art is quite difficult, so she had this maid inform Madam to act as guardian.”
    

    

    
      Madam Yu said, “I understand.”
    

    

    
      With that, she turned and walked inside.
    

    

    
      Once she left, Ju’er asked, “How did the battles go?”
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing replied, “He won all three.”
    

    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      Ju’er was shocked, disbelief written across her face. “Is he really that formidable?”
    

    

    
      Formidable was putting it lightly.
    

    

    
      An indescribable emotion surged in Ji Qianxing’s heart, but he quickly suppressed it and said, “He wants to continue tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Ju’er said, “I’ll inform the mistress.”
    

    

    
      ⋯
    

    

    
      The next day, Chen Ming returned. This time, his opponent was an elderly man in luxurious robes—visibly different from the three he had faced the day before, bearing a haughty air.
    

    

    
      That aura was quite familiar to him. Back in Qingfeng City, those so-called esteemed masters carried the same air. In plain terms, they were people basking in the glory of past achievements, living in comfort and complacency. Their ambition had faded, yet they insisted on maintaining the pretense of seniority—such “elders.”
    

    

    
      Such individuals tended to value reputation above all. To them, their name was worth more than their life. They were definitely harder to deal with than the previous three.
    

    

    
      “She really thinks highly of me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cursed silently. It was bad enough that she had sent a peak-level 69 Fourth Grade yesterday, but today she brought in an even trickier one.
    

    

    
      Was this her way of curbing his arrogance by throwing top-tier experts at him?
    

    

    
      Hmph.
    

    

    
      He silently summoned the panel and directly allocated 100,000 points to 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》.
    

    

    
      【Level: 55】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 453000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Layer, Perfected), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Fifth Layer, 990000/1500000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 (Third Layer, 1232/300000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      In an instant, this Light Body Technique had broken through to the Third Layer.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s body underwent another change—some tendons became more resilient and powerful, while certain meridians widened and strengthened.
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, countless techniques and experiences related to this Light Body Technique surfaced in his mind, as if he had suddenly acquired years of hard-earned training from nothing.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the elderly man in fine robes spoke, “As long as I defeat this person, my grandson’s matter will be written off?”
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing nodded, “Correct.”
    

    

    
      The old man said no more. Drawing his weapon, he asked in a deep voice, “Young Master, are you ready?”
    

    

    
      Having just completed his upgrade, Chen Ming smiled faintly and said, “I’m ready.”
    

    

    
      “Take this!”
    

    

    
      A sharp shout exploded in the air. The elderly man in fine robes had already vanished from his original position, and the long saber in his hand slashed toward Chen Ming’s waist.
    

    

    
      He struck with full force right from the start.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the strike missed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming dodged that blazingly fast saber by a hair’s breadth.
    

    

    
      The elderly man’s second move followed immediately, chasing in pursuit, slashing at Chen Ming mid-air, leaving him with no room to evade.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Ming finally drew his sword. The sword tip tapped against the long saber, borrowing the force to rise again.
    

    

    
      Each strike from the elderly man was faster than the last, saber energy surging everywhere.
    

    

    
      To Ji Qianxing, it clearly looked like Chen Ming had fallen into a completely inferior position, unable to counterattack, yet each time, he narrowly avoided the opponent’s killing moves—resolving the crisis in seemingly impossible ways.
    

    

    
      Even Ji Qianxing couldn’t help but break into a cold sweat for him. Under the fierce offensive of the elderly man, Chen Ming appeared to be in grave danger, as though he might be bloodied on the spot at any moment.
    

    

    
      Gradually, Ji Qianxing began to realize something was off. Chen Ming moved gracefully, like a nimble great bird—suspended mid-air, as if he didn’t even need to land. The elderly man’s killing strikes all missed.
    

    

    
      This movement technique was simply unheard of.
    

    

    
      Finally, Chen Ming launched a counterattack. While airborne, he stabbed at the elderly man like a great bird diving down.
    

    

    
      This move—Ji Qianxing had seen Chen Ming use it during the Azure Cloud Ranking contest.
    

    

    
      But now, its power was completely different—easily ten times stronger. At this moment, the sword tip pointed precisely where the enemy was forced to defend.
    

    

    
      The elderly man was no novice. Realizing the danger, he raised his saber to block.
    

    

    
      Hm!
    

    

    
      A flash of blood. The old man grunted, and his shoulder had already taken a strike. Blood gushed forth.
    

    

    
      Even with Defensive Gang Qi protecting him, under an absolute divine weapon, it was no better than paper—it only slightly delayed the strike.
    

    

    
      “What a sword technique…”
    

    

    
      The old man’s expression turned bitter. Clutching the wound on his shoulder, he turned and left.
    

    

    
      Ji Qianxing stood dumbfounded. He hadn’t even seen what happened—why had Chen Ming’s sword shifted three inches at the critical moment, just enough to avoid that saber strike?
    

    

    
      He only knew one thing: this man had grown stronger again.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sheathed his sword and, as usual, sat cross-legged on the ground, circulating his energy to recuperate.
    

    

    
      ⋯
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV69 enemy and gained 41,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV68 enemy and gained 39,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV69 enemy and gained 41,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Today’s three opponents earned Chen Ming a total of 120,000 experience points. He instantly made back the 100,000 he had invested in 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》.
    

    

    
      He felt even more the extraordinary nature of this Light Body Technique. Just at the third layer, he could already perform some unbelievable movements and directional changes that defied physical laws.
    

    

    
      Today’s three opponents were all extremely strong, and their fighting willpower was resolute—not something the three from yesterday could compare to.
    

    

    
      Yet he could defeat them with ease, which showed just how much power 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 gave him after reaching the third layer.
    

    

    
      “But before reaching Third Grade, there’s no point in continuing to invest.”
    

    

    
      Once 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 reached the third layer, only a Third Grade Martial Artist could fully utilize its profundities.
    

    

    
      It was like a rocket engine—his True Qi was just gasoline. No matter how much it burned, it couldn’t reach the engine’s maximum output.
    

    

    
      Like a pony pulling a heavy cart, further point investment would be a waste.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, however, wasn’t worried. With his current strength, there shouldn’t be many in the Fourth Grade who could surpass him. At the very least, it would have to be someone on the level of Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      As expected, in the next few days, the opponents Yu Haitang arranged for him were all easily defeated, granting him bountiful experience.
    

    

    
      Over 100,000 a day—Chen Ming was grinding happily.
    

    

    
      At this rate, in less than a month, he would have enough experience to reach the Third Grade.
    

    

    
      That’s right—this was his goal: to leap past Fourth Grade and directly break through to the Third Grade realm. To surprise everyone.
    

    

    
      In front of Senior Shang, the peak expert, and the First Grade Expert of the Heaven's Path Alliance, only breaking through to the Third Grade would give him some power to protect himself.
    

    

    
      If he had extra experience points left, he’d raise 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 another layer or two—to use for escaping.
    

    

    
      This plan was simply perfect.
    

    

    
      ⋯
    

    

    
      While Chen Ming quietly carried out his plan, Qin Changyuan’s patience had also reached its limit. He had sent spies to monitor Chen Ming and knew she was visiting the Yu Family every day.
    

    

    
      More than once, his face turned green with rage, wishing he could storm over and tear Chen Ming limb from limb. Each time, it was his attendant who stopped him.
    

    

    
      Today, that attendant finally brought good news.
    

    

    
      “We found the man. He has only one condition.”
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan calmed down at this moment and asked, “What condition?”
    

    

    
      “He has a son in the Six Doors Authority, already Fourth Grade, but unable to rise to Fifth Grade Constable. If his son gets promoted, he’ll act immediately.”
    

    

    
      “Tell him to be ready to act in ten days.”
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      Chapter 173: Third Grade Expert Arrives
    

    

    
      Somewhere in the western part of Jiangzhou City, where the Xiaoshui Sect was stationed.
    

    

    
      In a garden, a middle-aged woman was earnestly advising, “Qianqian, that Huang Family is a renowned and reputable Aristocratic Family in Jiangzhou City. The second son of the Huang Family is their direct descendant, exceptionally gifted, and with a future full of promise. He might reach the Third Grade in the future—calling him a talented youth would be no exaggeration. Since he likes you, such a heaven-sent marriage, you mustn’t act foolishly.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian lowered her head, quietly listening. After the woman finished speaking, she calmly replied, “Martial Aunt Ye, there’s no need to say more. My mind is made up. I wish to devote my life to martial cultivation and will never marry.”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged woman was angered, “You child, why are you so stubborn?”
    

    

    
      “Martial Aunt Ye, if there’s nothing else, this disciple will return to practice her sword.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian bowed and took her leave.
    

    

    
      Although the middle-aged woman was angry, there was nothing she could do.
    

    

    
      The Xiaoshui Sect had its own rules. Those who were willing to marry would be helped by the sect to find a suitable husband. Those unwilling could remain in the sect, and the elders would not force them.
    

    

    
      However, generally speaking, those unwilling to marry were usually plain-looking female disciples. A disciple as outstanding in appearance as Huo Qianqian refusing marriage was rare.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian left Martial Aunt Ye’s courtyard and headed straight toward her own small courtyard. As she passed through a Moon Gate, she suddenly overheard people gossiping about her.
    

    

    
      “Did you hear? The second son of the Huang Family directly proposed marriage to Martial Aunt Ye. He wants to marry Junior Sister Huo. This is already the second proposal she’s received this month.”
    

    

    
      “Being pretty has its perks. The Huang Family has a history spanning hundreds of years. Second Young Master Huang is a fine-looking man with outstanding talent…”
    

    

    
      “But I heard Junior Sister Huo rejected the proposal.”
    

    

    
      “Ah? Why? Even someone like Second Young Master Huang isn’t good enough for her?”
    

    

    
      “What do you know? Do you really think marrying into an Aristocratic Family is a good thing? Just look at those Martial Aunts and Senior Sisters who married into such families—have you ever seen smiles on their faces? Junior Sister Huo has caught the eyes of the elders now. Haven’t you noticed how even the always-strict Martial Aunt Ye treats her with special care? If I were her, I wouldn’t marry either.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Huo Qianqian felt a bit embarrassed and was about to quietly leave when she heard a displeased snort.
    

    

    
      “Hmph! She’s just relying on having a Senior Brother ranked sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking. The elders are only treating her well because of that Chen fellow.”
    

    

    
      The voice clearly belonged to Junior Sister Sun, the most recent newcomer to the sect. Ever since visiting the Feng Residence and meeting Chen Ming, she’d looked at Huo Qianqian with increasing disdain.
    

    

    
      Another female disciple, who was on good terms with Huo Qianqian, retorted, “So what? Having such a senior brother is something to be envious of.”
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Sun raised her voice, “Just wait. That Chen Ming is going to die soon. Let’s see if the elders still care about her then.”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian, who had already walked a distance, suddenly stopped in her tracks. She quickly turned around and quietly returned to her original position, pricking up her ears.
    

    

    
      The earlier female disciple scoffed, “Senior Brother Chen is ranked sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking. Do you think anyone can just kill him?”
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Sun shrilled, “A Third Grade Expert is making a move—he’s dead for sure.”
    

    

    
      The courtyard instantly fell into dead silence.
    

    

    
      “Junior Sister Sun, stop spouting nonsense. What kind of Third Grade Expert would stoop so low to attack a Fifth Grade Martial Artist?”
    

    

    
      “Nonsense? Do you even know who he offended? That Third Young Master of the Qin Family, ranked third on the Azure Cloud Ranking. He’s already declared that Chen Ming must die!”
    

    

    
      “Junior Sister Sun, you should be careful with your words. This baseless rumor—don’t spread it everywhere. I don’t think the Qin Family would do something as dishonorable as bullying the weak.”
    

    

    
      “Just because the Qin Family won’t, doesn’t mean others won’t.”
    

    

    
      “In the end, this is just your speculation. Is such a baseless matter really worth bringing up?”
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Sun grew anxious and blurted, “I heard it with my own ears—how could it be fake?”
    

    

    
      After saying that, she seemed to realize she’d said too much. No matter how the senior sisters questioned her afterward, she refused to say another word.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian quietly slipped out. This, of course, violated the sect rules. The Xiaoshui Sect was strict with its disciples—leaving required an elder’s escort.
    

    

    
      But she couldn’t wait.
    

    

    
      Junior Sister Sun’s words had chilled her to the bone.
    

    

    
      Although Junior Sister Sun was spoiled, she wasn’t someone who would fabricate stories. She spoke with such certainty—it was likely true.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian recalled that two days ago, Junior Sister Sun stayed at her aunt’s house.
    

    

    
      Her uncle-in-law was a member of the Six Doors Authority and was said to have Fourth Grade strength. His father was even more formidable—a Third Grade Expert, whom she constantly boasted about.
    

    

    
      Just now, when she said she heard it with her own ears, it was likely from this Third Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      “Three Saints Staff!”
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian recalled the title of this Third Grade Expert, once a saber wielder specializing in capturing fugitives, known for his formidable strength.
    

    

    
      Over twenty years ago, he had captured the wife and daughter of the Pirate King who terrorized the Eastern Sea and earned massive Merit Points. With those, he exchanged for a top-tier cultivation method from the Six Doors Authority and successfully broke through to the Third Grade.
    

    

    
      All these details, Huo Qianqian had learned from Junior Sister Sun.
    

    

    
      By the time she arrived at Feng Siyuan’s home, night had already fallen.
    

    

    
      After stating her purpose, she quickly met Feng Siyuan. “Young Master Feng, do you know where Senior Brother Chen is right now? I have something urgent to tell him.”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan recognized her too. “You’re Huo Chengkun’s granddaughter?”
    

    

    
      “That’s me. This is extremely urgent—please, Young Master Feng, do tell me.”
    

    

    
      “In that case, I’ll have someone escort you.”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan knew where Chen Ming was staying—he’d even gone looking for him, only to be refused entry. After two failed visits, he gave up.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Young Master Feng.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian rode a carriage for nearly an hour and finally arrived at the small courtyard where Chen Ming was currently staying. The alley was narrow—the carriage couldn’t even enter.
    

    

    
      After knocking, a fair-skinned, beautiful girl opened the door. She stood gracefully, dressed as a maid.
    

    

    
      “Young lady, whom are you looking for?”
    

    

    
      “My name is Huo Qianqian. I’m looking for Senior Brother Chen Ming.”
    

    

    
      “So it’s Miss Huo. Please come in.” The girl led her inside. “Young Master, Miss Huo is here.”
    

    

    
      “Miss Huo?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped out from inside. Upon seeing her, he smiled. “So it’s Junior Sister. Come, have a seat. Why so late?”
    

    

    
      "I have something urgent to tell you."
    

    

    
      "Have a cup of water first."
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian disregarded the presence of the nearby young girl and said solemnly, "Senior Brother, a Third Grade Expert is going to kill you!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. Suddenly, the "Mingfeng Sword" at his side let out a sharp hum.
    

    

    
      It was issuing a Warning Signal!
    

    

    
      At the same time, a tremendous sense of danger arose in his heart, a bone-chilling cold washing over him.
    

    

    
      Without a second thought, he struck out with both hands, sending Huo Qianqian and Qiuxiang flying. His figure then vanished on the spot.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian and Qiuxiang were hurled over the courtyard wall uncontrollably and landed in the neighboring courtyard.
    

    

    
      "Trying to escape?"
    

    

    
      Suddenly, both women felt a deafening explosion in their ears, their vision going black as they nearly lost consciousness.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian bit down hard on the tip of her tongue. The intense pain jolted her back to awareness. Just as she was about to leap onto the wall, she heard a dull thump, as if it struck directly against her heart, making her feel as if she were about to cough up blood.
    

    

    
      At the same time, a dazzling sword light lit up the sky.
    

    

    
      She looked up and saw a white figure flying toward them, sleeves fluttering, like a celestial maiden descending from the Ninth Heaven.
    

    

    
      For a moment, she was dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      "Heaven's Path Alliance?"
    

    

    
      A hoarse voice rang out, carrying a trace of seriousness.
    

    

    
      So it was a disciple of the Heaven's Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian suddenly understood—no wonder she appeared so transcendent.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman stood with her sword across, blocking the path of a black-clad man, her voice cold, "You cannot kill him."
    

    

    
      The black-clad man was burly, standing with hands behind his back. "You cannot stop me."
    

    

    
      As he finished speaking, with a bang, he shot forward like a cannonball, soaring past the white-clad woman, chasing after Chen Ming, who had fled to parts unknown.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman also gave chase.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, all three had vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      "Will he be alright?"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian muttered to herself.
    

    

    
      But no one replied. She turned her head and saw the young girl lying unconscious on the ground.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the sound of footsteps came from behind.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian turned around to see an old man walking out from the house. She quickly said, "Apologies for intruding on your residence. We’ll leave at once."
    

    

    
      She picked up the young girl and was about to leap over the wall and return.
    

    

    
      "Her injuries are severe. She must not be jostled."
    

    

    
      "Senior, are you a doctor? May I trouble you to examine her injuries?"
    

    

    
      "Bring her inside."
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, one fled while two pursued. In no time, they had exited the city.
    

    

    
      Once outside the city, the black-clad man suddenly accelerated. "Boy, you can’t escape!"
    

    

    
      He quickly closed the distance.
    

    

    
      Earlier, he hadn’t sped up—not because he couldn’t—but because he found the target slippery, and with a disciple of the Heaven's Path Alliance obstructing him, he didn’t want to act within the city and risk massive destruction that might draw in a stronger expert from the Heaven's Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      Only after exiting the city did he suddenly accelerate. When he was within ten zhang, he struck out with a punch from a distance.
    

    

    
      That brat seemed to have eyes on his back, twisting his body just in time to narrowly evade the blow.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      The punch blasted through a large tree and, with undiminished force, burrowed into the hillside. The ground trembled.
    

    

    
      Its power was astonishing.
    

    

    
      Third Grade was the Gang Qi Realm, where all True Qi had transformed into Gang Qi—utterly unstoppable, capable of melting metal and smelting iron. Its power was incredible. Ordinary steel was like paper before the True Gang of a Third Grade Expert—pierced with a touch.
    

    

    
      No exaggeration: no matter how many Fourth Grade Martial Artists there were, they could not match a single Third Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      From Fourth Grade to Third Grade was a vast chasm.
    

    

    
      A Fourth Grade could, at most, be called an expert, while a Third Grade was a true powerhouse—the difference in status was like night and day.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could leap ranks and defeat Fourth Grade Martial Artists, but against a Third Grade, he couldn’t even flee, let alone fight back.
    

    

    
      "Seems like... it’s still not enough."
    

    

    
      Seeing the black-clad man getting closer and closer, he prepared to add points.
    

    

    
      Just then, an unusual aura erupted.
    

    

    
      This was—
    

    

    
      He was stunned and turned his head to look. He saw the black-clad man also pause briefly, and from the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of a white figure rising into the air, clothes fluttering without wind.
    

    

    
      "I told you—you—can—not—kill—him!"
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      "You, must, not, kill, him!"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s white robes fluttered as she soared into the air. A wave of soul-shaking energy burst forth in all directions, and a faint blue misty glow shot from her eyes. Her cool voice carried a strong aura of cold killing intent.
    

    

    
      Her flowing long hair emitted threads of electricity. Above her head, dark clouds rapidly gathered, and streaks of lightning churned within them.
    

    

    
      The dark clouds that covered the heavens and blocked the sun caused the whole world to lose its color.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt his scalp go numb. Had she just summoned one of the Heaven's Path Alliance’s experts who stood at the peak and beyond?
    

    

    
      This aura was simply too exaggerated.
    

    

    
      "Hmph!"
    

    

    
      The man in black inwardly cursed—trouble! This female disciple from the Heaven's Path Alliance was actually attempting to break through to Third Grade at this moment. If she succeeded in stepping into Third Grade, he would surely be no match for her.
    

    

    
      In a flash of thought, he made a decision. With a wave of his hand, a short baton shot out from his sleeve. A flick of the wrist, and each end of the baton extended in segments, transforming into a long staff.
    

    

    
      With the staff in hand, his entire presence shifted. His eyes turned crimson, revealing a bloodthirsty and frenzied aura.
    

    

    
      "Die!"
    

    

    
      He shouted furiously, and the long staff in his hand swung fiercely. A terrifying burst of Gang Qi broke through the limits of space and instantly arrived above Chen Ming’s head, ready to smash him to pieces.
    

    

    
      When he decided to come kill Chen Ming, he had already offended the boy. Even if he backed down now, would the other party let him go in the future?
    

    

    
      This youth was a genius listed on the Azure Cloud Ranking. Once he stepped into Third Grade one day, how could he possibly contend with him?
    

    

    
      He would rather kill him now in front of the Heaven's Path Alliance's female disciple and eliminate the future threat entirely.
    

    

    
      Everyone knew that the Heaven's Path Alliance was the leader of the righteous path. No matter how badly one offended them, their family members wouldn’t be implicated.
    

    

    
      Buzz!
    

    

    
      The "Mingfeng Sword" in Chen Ming’s hand began trembling violently, but it was completely useless. When that Gang Qi arrived, he didn’t even have time to react.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, that strand of Gang Origin vanished like a bubble, with a faint “pop”.
    

    

    
      Only then did he realize what had just happened, breaking out in cold sweat.
    

    

    
      So this was the true strength of a Third Grade expert?
    

    

    
      It was simply terrifying. Before you could even react, you would already be dead.
    

    

    
      The man in black looked at Su Zhi Ning floating in the air, both shocked and furious. "Are you insane? Just to save him, you’re throwing your life away?"
    

    

    
      At this moment, she was at a critical juncture, with all her Gang Qi transforming into Gang Origin. One misstep and she would suffer shattered meridians.
    

    

    
      And yet she still dared to forcibly act now? Wasn’t this just seeking death?
    

    

    
      If she died, that wouldn’t matter. But once the Heaven's Path Alliance investigated, who knew how many people would die?
    

    

    
      Ever since that incident three hundred years ago, under the witness of the Great Jin Imperial Family, the Heaven's Path Alliance and the other Eight Great Sects, along with several major families, had drawn a line.
    

    

    
      The Heaven's Path Alliance would no longer interfere in the affairs of the martial world.
    

    

    
      Likewise, if a disciple of the Heaven's Path Alliance suffered any mishap, all connected individuals would be eradicated.
    

    

    
      If this female disciple of the Heaven's Path Alliance died here, not only he, but Qin Changyuan and all related parties, even his own children, would be completely uprooted.
    

    

    
      Among the three people present, he was the one who least wanted this white-robed woman to die here.
    

    

    
      Thus, as he watched Su Zhi Ning in the sky pointing her sword at him, for a moment, he was held back by scruples and didn’t dare strike again. He merely continued to pursue them persistently, trying to scare Chen Ming away.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming wasn’t foolish. He vaguely guessed that the man was concerned about Su Zhi Ning, and kept circling, refusing to stray far from her.
    

    

    
      For a time, the man in black couldn’t catch up to him.
    

    

    
      In this manner, the standoff lasted nearly fifteen minutes. Floating in the air, Su Zhi Ning finally took the critical step—her Gang Qi fully transformed into True Gang.
    

    

    
      Pfft!
    

    

    
      At that moment, her body trembled, and she spat out a mouthful of blood.
    

    

    
      This was the backlash from forcibly taking action earlier. Her meridians had ultimately been damaged.
    

    

    
      Upon seeing this, the man in black made his move decisively, swinging out his long staff again.
    

    

    
      Almost identically, another strand of Gang Qi appeared instantly before Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning, still in the air, swung her sword once more, shattering the deadly Gang Origin.
    

    

    
      "I’d like to see just how many times you can save him!"
    

    

    
      The man in black shouted, hurling his staff again and again.
    

    

    
      At this point, Su Zhi Ning had already stepped into Third Grade. Her cultivation had initially stabilized, and the risk of death from a rampaging Gang Origin was gone. He no longer had any scruples about striking.
    

    

    
      At this stage, he had no other choice—he had to kill that boy.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning gritted her teeth and swung her sword repeatedly. With each swing, a strand of pale blue Sword Qi flew out, precisely blocking each strike of the man in black.
    

    

    
      From this, one could see how precise her vision was, and how superb her swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      Likewise, with every swing of her sword, her face turned a shade paler. By the end, she was as white as paper, with only her eyes still bright, fixed firmly on the man in black’s every move.
    

    

    
      Amidst this, Chen Ming heard only thunderous explosions in his ears. He felt the terrifying might of the Gang Origin. The "Mingfeng Sword" in his hand kept buzzing in warning.
    

    

    
      He deeply felt the helplessness of having his life and death out of his control.
    

    

    
      So, he no longer hesitated.
    

    

    
      "Add points!"
    

    

    
      In one go, he raised the 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 to the sixth layer.
    

    

    
      Immediately, he felt the True Qi in his Qi Sea swelling madly. In the blink of an eye, it reached the limit of what the Qi Sea could hold.
    

    

    
      For a moment, he thought his Qi Sea was going to burst.
    

    

    
      Just as his Qi Sea reached the limit of its endurance, his True Qi underwent a mysterious change. It began to collapse inward, compressing continuously from gaseous form until it became liquid.
    

    

    
      Gang Qi, achieved!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took a deep breath and glanced at the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 60】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 1270000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Layer Perfection), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Sixth Layer 3000/2400000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 (Third Layer 1322/300000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      Over the past thirteen days, he had gained over one million experience points, enough to push his level to around 65.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he keenly noticed an opportunity.
    

    

    
      After stepping into Fourth Grade, not only had his True Qi undergone a qualitative transformation, but even his five senses had greatly improved. With the help of the "Mingfeng Sword", he was finally able to "see" the attacks of that black-clad Third Grade expert.
    

    

    
      Each strand of True Gang came with devastating power, hurtling toward him.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Su Zhi Ning’s Sword Gang, falling from the sky like shards of crystal, intercepted each of the black-clad man’s deadly strikes with flawless precision.
    

    

    
      Amidst those crystal-like slashes, there was a hidden strand of Sword Gang, extremely stealthy, silently shooting toward the black-clad man.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      By the time the black-clad man realized it, it was already too late. Focused entirely on killing Chen Ming quickly, he had completely overlooked his own safety.
    

    

    
      In the end, he had underestimated Su Zhi Ning, who had just broken through and suffered severe internal injuries. He hadn’t expected that even in such a condition, she would still have the strength to launch an assault.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man could only raise his Defensive Gang Origin to block it head-on.
    

    

    
      Tss!
    

    

    
      That thin layer of Defensive Gang Origin within his body was pierced by the Sword Gang, a burst of blood blooming from his chest—it nearly passed right through him.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man didn’t even grunt. He countered with a reverse swing, smashing his staff toward Su Zhi Ning in the air.
    

    

    
      He had finally realized one thing: if he didn’t eliminate this woman, it would be nearly impossible to kill Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Facing his attack, Su Zhi Ning neither dodged nor evaded. Her long sword stabbed out fiercely.
    

    

    
      A life-for-a-life, mutual destruction approach.
    

    

    
      She was truly insane!
    

    

    
      Only now did the black-clad man feel a hint of regret. Had he known, he wouldn’t have gotten involved in this mess.
    

    

    
      Who among those listed on the Azure Cloud Ranking was easy to provoke?
    

    

    
      He had mentally prepared before accepting this task. But he hadn’t expected to get entangled with a female disciple of the Heaven's Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      This young woman had broken through to Third Grade right in front of him—she must be a true heir of the Heaven's Path Alliance. What made it worse was that she was willing to sacrifice her life to save Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      This clearly meant she was determined to live and die together with him.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man was truly terrified. Even if he managed to kill Chen Ming, she might still die alongside him. All his careful planning would be for nothing.
    

    

    
      "Miss, why do this?"
    

    

    
      He voluntarily stepped aside and pleaded earnestly, "A young woman like you with such astounding talent, in the prime of your life—why throw it away so carelessly?"
    

    

    
      "For a man like that—can it really be worth it?"
    

    

    
      "You’re so devoted to him. Can he truly treat you the same way in return?"
    

    

    
      "Miss, please wake up. If you die, he’ll be moved for a while at most. In the end, he’ll still forget you and fall in love with another woman…"
    

    

    
      But no matter how earnestly he spoke, her sword did not waver in the slightest. It continued to thrust at him with unwavering resolve, forcing him to retreat step by step.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man found himself caught in a terrible dilemma—he couldn’t fight back, nor could he stop fighting. Frustration welled up within him. He couldn’t reason with this irrational woman.
    

    

    
      Seeing her press in relentlessly, looking like she wouldn’t rest until he was dead, he finally erupted. "Don’t push me too far!"
    

    

    
      Driven by fury, he held nothing back and unleashed his signature technique: three thundering strikes.
    

    

    
      Three Saints Staff—not just his moniker, but also his strongest secret technique. Back when he had captured the pirate king’s wife and children alive, he had acquired these three staff techniques.
    

    

    
      It was precisely through this staff art that he had earned his fame.
    

    

    
      These three staff techniques were truly extraordinary—a genuine supreme art. The first strike knocked aside Su Zhi Ning’s sword.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      One end of his staff exploded into powder.
    

    

    
      Though this staff was intricate, it couldn’t compare to Su Zhi Ning’s divine weapon.
    

    

    
      The second strike slammed into her Defensive Gang Origin, blasting her away.
    

    

    
      The third strike was flung out, colliding with the treasure sword she had thrown. It struck the sword off course.
    

    

    
      Just then, the treasure sword, glowing with blue light, curved midair and flew toward him again.
    

    

    
      "Sword Controlled by Qi?"
    

    

    
      Seeing this, the black-clad man’s eyelids twitched. Such advanced swordsmanship was typically only within reach of Second Grade experts. It required not only a divine weapon capable of resonance, but also the bond of heart and mind to comprehend the Sword Intent within.
    

    

    
      She had just stepped into Third Grade, yet she could already control the sword with Qi—this was absurd.
    

    

    
      "Haaah!"
    

    

    
      The black-clad man dared not slack off. He channeled all his power, layers of Gang Origin surging toward the divine sword.
    

    

    
      In an instant, more than ten layers of his Gang Origin were pierced through. Under the sharpness of the divine weapon, his defenses crumbled like paper.
    

    

    
      Still, no matter how strong the divine weapon, once it lost the power of its wielder, it would eventually run out of strength. When the sword tip was just one inch from his chest, it slowed and finally stopped.
    

    

    
      He had made it!
    

    

    
      The black-clad man rejoiced inwardly—then he felt a chill at his back. A sword tip emerged from his chest.
    

    

    
      Before he could react, the sword twisted and pulled, reducing his heart and internal organs to a shredded mess. A massive clump of blood spilled from the gaping wound.
    

    

    
      "Aaaaargh—"
    

    

    
      He let out a sky-shaking scream. Turning his head, he saw Chen Ming already several zhang away, his eyes blazing red with endless resentment and hatred.
    

    

    
      Then he heard the boy say, "Sorry, you just posed too perfectly."
    

    

    
      "You—"
    

    

    
      Darkness clouded the black-clad man’s vision. The hole in his body had drained his invincible Gang Origin without a trace.
    

    

    
      He never imagined he would die at the hands of a Fifth Grade martial artist.
    

    

    
      He had never taken this boy seriously. That’s why he hadn’t guarded against him at all. At the moment when his Gang Origin was used entirely to defend against Su Zhi Ning’s divine weapon, his old strength gone, new strength not yet gathered, and all caution dropped—that boy had delivered a fatal strike.
    

    

    
      Even in death, he couldn’t understand how that mere Fifth Grade brat had pierced through his Defensive Gang Origin.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【You have killed an LV75 enemy. Experience gained: 450,000 points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at the prompt. Upon seeing the massive figure of 450,000 experience points, he relaxed. Finally, dead.
    

    

    
      "Miss Su!"
    

    

    
      He didn’t even bother to examine the corpse of the Third Grade expert. He immediately chased after the direction where Su Zhi Ning had flown.
    

    

    
      "Don’t you die on me now."
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      "Su girl!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming flew into the nearby woods, and before long, he saw Su Zhi Ning collapsed in the mud. Her spotless white clothes were now covered in filth.
    

    

    
      He dashed forward, picked her up from the ground, and saw that her face was pale as gold paper, lips devoid of a trace of blood—she was already breathing faintly like gossamer.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning struggled to open her eyes. Upon seeing him, a strange glint flashed through her gaze, as if she were finally at ease, before she slowly closed her eyes again.
    

    

    
      "Su girl!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt like his heart had been struck heavily. He shouted, "Don’t sleep! I know a divine physician—he will definitely be able to save you!"
    

    

    
      He leapt up and rushed toward Jiangzhou City at full speed.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Just after the two had left, a graceful figure appeared beside the corpse of the black-clad man. Dressed in a pink long skirt, she silently looked at the lifeless "Three Saints Staff".
    

    

    
      "Junior Sister, you’re truly lucky to have met a man who holds such deep affection for you..."
    

    

    
      The woman sighed softly—it was a mix of resentment, envy, and perhaps contentment.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "This is the first time I’ve seen your clothes dirty. How do you usually keep them so clean?"
    

    

    
      "Don’t close your eyes, or I’ll strip your clothes off later..."
    

    

    
      "How do you usually conceal your presence? You never taught me that..."
    

    

    
      "That guy earlier was right. If you die, I’ll forget you soon enough and find someone even prettier than you..."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      All the way, Chen Ming kept talking to Su Zhi Ning, deliberately provoking her whenever she seemed about to pass out.
    

    

    
      At last, he returned to Changqing Hall.
    

    

    
      "Senior, save her quickly!"
    

    

    
      He barged in and saw that Doctor Sun was already sitting inside, seemingly waiting for him.
    

    

    
      He carried Su Zhi Ning over.
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun asked no questions, simply reached out and checked her pulse for a moment, then said, "Backlash from Gang Origin. She forcefully used her strength despite damaged meridians, resulting in complete rupture. I cannot save her."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart sank, but he still asked, "Senior, you must have a way, right?"
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun stroked his greying beard and asked, "Do you truly wish to save her?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said solemnly, "Please just speak, Senior. As long as it can save her, I’ll do anything."
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun said calmly, "Though I cannot save her, you can. The 《Primordial Wood True Art》 is a technique for healing the world. You can use Primordial Wood True Qi to protect her heart meridian. As long as the True Qi continues, her life can be sustained."
    

    

    
      Primordial Wood True Qi had such a function?
    

    

    
      Overjoyed, Chen Ming wasted no time in converting his True Qi into Primordial Wood True Qi. He placed his palm against her back, sending the Qi into her to protect her heart meridian.
    

    

    
      Moments later, her weakening heartbeat became slightly stronger. That breath which was on the verge of vanishing, was finally prolonged.
    

    

    
      Though it remained extremely faint.
    

    

    
      Seeing that it truly worked, Chen Ming was ecstatic and quickly asked, "Then what?"
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun said, "Then, it’s up to her. Heaven’s Path Alliance’s 《Heart of Heaven Manual》 is a supreme cultivation art with miraculous effects. At most a few months, at shortest a month, and her damaged meridians will be restored. The key is you—can you sustain her until then?"
    

    

    
      "Thank you, Senior."Chen Ming bowed deeply.
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun said, "No need to thank me. You’re the one saving her. What does it have to do with me?"
    

    

    
      "I won’t disturb you any longer."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming carried Su Zhi Ning and left.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Throughout the entire process, Su Zhi Ning never took her eyes off Chen Ming. Only when they exited Changqing Hall did she softly say, "Why are you doing this? Even if you broke through to Fourth Grade, your True Qi will eventually run out. You won’t be able to last that long."
    

    

    
      "What if I can?"
    

    

    
      Having learned how to save her, Chen Ming was in a great mood and smiled. "If I really save your life, how will you repay me?"
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said nothing. She simply closed her eyes, shifted slightly, and leaned her head into his arms in a more comfortable position.
    

    

    
      Before long, they arrived at the small courtyard next door.
    

    

    
      "Young Master!"
    

    

    
      "Young Master!"
    

    

    
      "Senior Brother!"
    

    

    
      The three women were anxiously waiting. Seeing him return safely, they were overjoyed and rushed forward—until they noticed the white-clad woman in his arms.
    

    

    
      They were momentarily stunned by her peerless beauty.
    

    

    
      For Qiu Xiang and Dong Xiang, it was their first time seeing someone who could rival their former mistress in appearance.
    

    

    
      For Huo Qianqian, it was her first time seeing such stunning beauty. She stood frozen.
    

    

    
      "Junior Sister, thank you for coming to warn me. I can’t send you back, so tomorrow morning, let Qiu Xiang escort you."
    

    

    
      "No need, I can return myself."
    

    

    
      "She’s severely injured. I need to tend to her wounds. Junior Sister, feel free to rest."
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian watched as he carried the white-clad woman into the room, showing no sign of avoidance, and her feelings were complicated.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the girl named Dong Xiang said, "She must be the woman who appeared earlier and saved Young Master, right?"
    

    

    
      Only then did she remember the appearance of a woman like a heavenly fairy who saved Chen Ming’s life. So it was her.
    

    

    
      "She was injured to save Senior Brother Chen, wasn’t she?"
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning, Huo Qianqian quietly left without a word. Not far out, a carriage caught up—it was Qiu Xiang.
    

    

    
      "Miss Huo, I heard the Xiaoshui Sect has strict rules. If you return like this, you may be punished. Let me escort you."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Huo Qianqian couldn’t refuse. "Thank you, Sister."
    

    

    
      "I wouldn’t dare."
    

    

    
      "How did you and Dong Xiang come to follow Senior Brother Chen?"
    

    

    
      "It’s a long story..."
    

    

    
      On the way, Qiu Xiang roughly recounted how they became Chen Ming’s maids. In the end, she said, "Young Master is kind-hearted. If not for his help, we’d still be living worse than dogs and pigs in that manor."
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian was shocked, unable to believe such cruelty existed in the world—that maids, for merely failing in their duties, had their legs broken and were reduced to slaves.
    

    

    
      She once had a maid named Xiaohong, who died years ago at the hands of mountain bandits sent by Sun Shicai. She mourned her for a long time.
    

    

    
      Even pets grow on you after a while—let alone people.
    

    

    
      She and Xiaohong grew up together. Though officially master and servant, they were like sisters. She truly couldn’t understand Qiu Xiang’s former master.
    

    

    
      Still, she didn’t say much in front of Qiu Xiang.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian couldn’t help but wonder—would Senior Brother offend their previous master over this?
    

    

    
      At last, they arrived at the Xiaoshui Sect.
    

    

    
      As soon as Huo Qianqian entered, she saw several stern-looking Martial Aunts, along with a group of worried or gloating Senior Sisters.
    

    

    
      The sight gave her a jolt of unease.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Qiu Xiang stepped forward, gave a polite bow, introduced herself, and explained everything clearly.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that she was Chen Ming’s maid, the Xiaoshui Sect elders couldn’t maintain their stern faces.
    

    

    
      "Miss Huo only stayed out all night to fulfill her promise to our Young Master. He specially sent me to explain. In a few days, he will personally apologize."
    

    

    
      "Young Master Chen is too polite."
    

    

    
      Martial Aunt Ye’s expression softened.
    

    

    
      After Qiu Xiang left, she didn’t scold Huo Qianqian in front of everyone. Instead, she took her into a room and gave her a harsh reprimand.
    

    

    
      "I know you and Chen Ming are fellow disciples, but you’re now a disciple of the Xiaoshui Sect. Remember your identity. Do you understand the grudge between Chen Ming and the Qin Family? At a time like this, how dare you go see him?"
    

    

    
      After speaking, she noticed Huo Qianqian lowering her head and softened her tone, saying, "Yesterday was your parents’ death anniversary. Why didn’t you tell me? Do you think your Martial Aunt is heartless?"
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian could only apologize stiffly. "I’m sorry."
    

    

    
      "Enough. For the next month, you’re not allowed to leave the courtyard. Reflect well."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      And so, the matter was gently brushed aside.
    

    

    
      Huo Qianqian’s parents gained a new "death anniversary".
    

    

    
      She also knew that Qiu Xiang was helping her. If not, what awaited her today would have been a terrifying storm, not something a mere month of grounding could resolve.
    

    

    
      After some interaction, Huo Qianqian felt that Qiu Xiang and Dong Xiang, these two maids, were not only beautiful but also clever and full of spirit. They didn’t seem like maids at all.
    

    

    
      What kind of person could raise such outstanding maids?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "What? Dong Kun is dead?"
    

    

    
      In a luxurious courtyard of Tianxiang Tower, Qin Changyuan, who was practicing swordsmanship, changed expression upon hearing the news. The sword in his hand flickered uncertainly with light, revealing the intense turmoil in his heart.
    

    

    
      He asked in a deep voice, "Could it be that the boy had a Second Grade protecting him?"
    

    

    
      Dong Kun, nicknamed Three Saints Staff, was once a bounty saberman in his early years—a real veteran of the martial world. His strength, among Third Grades, wasn’t considered weak.
    

    

    
      If he encountered another Third Grade, even if he couldn't win, he would at least escape.
    

    

    
      Only a Second Grade could prevent his escape and kill him on the spot.
    

    

    
      Second Grade!
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan's face turned extremely grim. Having a Second Grade as a personal guard implied that this Chen Ming had a terrifying background.
    

    

    
      Even he himself didn’t enjoy such treatment.
    

    

    
      "It wasn't a Second Grade."
    

    

    
      The report was delivered by the coachman, who said solemnly, "All traces at the scene have been checked. At most, the attacker was a Third Grade. Dong Kun was ultimately killed by a sword through the back. The one who struck the blow hadn't even reached Third Grade."
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan stared in shock. "You mean…"
    

    

    
      The coachman said, "According to speculation, Dong Kun and that Third Grade wounded each other. In the end, he was ambushed and killed. That person was most likely Chen Ming."
    

    

    
      "Idiot!"
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan cursed, but his expression relaxed.
    

    

    
      As long as it wasn’t a Second Grade.
    

    

    
      He had suspected there was someone behind Chen Ming. Sending Dong Kun was a test—and it had worked.
    

    

    
      He sneered, "Since the Third Grade by his side is injured, find someone else and kill him. Move quickly."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      In Jiangzhou City, there were still quite a few martial artists above Third Grade. Surely one or two would be available for hire.
    

    

    
      In his eyes, getting a Third Grade to work for a Fifth Grade Constable’s position was a steal.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the small courtyard behind Changqing Hall, inside the room, Chen Ming sat at the bedside. One hand was tightly pressed against Su Zhi Ning’s back, the other holding a book and flipping through it.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning lay on the bed as if asleep. Her breathing was light, her complexion still pale, like a fragile porcelain doll that could shatter at any moment.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at her from time to time. Only after confirming she was still breathing did he continue reading.
    

    

    
      He kept recalling last night—Su Zhi Ning’s peerless grace, even while severely injured, risked everything to save him.
    

    

    
      He really wanted to ask—why be so foolish?
    

    

    
      Was it simply because her master instructed her to protect him?
    

    

    
      He couldn’t guess the answer, nor dared to ask. He could only pick up the medical book to calm his restless thoughts.
    

    

    
      Tap tap.
    

    

    
      Outside, Dong Xiang knocked on the door.
    

    

    
      He put the book down and said, "Come in."
    

    

    
      Dong Xiang entered with a tray. "Young Master, this is wild ginseng from Old Man Sun of Changqing Hall next door. He said it was boiled into soup for this young lady."
    

    

    
      "Bring it here."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took the bowl of ginseng soup.
    

    

    
      Dong Xiang then asked, "Shall I bring a clean set of clothes for her?"
    

    

    
      "No need. You may leave now. I’ll call if anything comes up."
    

    

    
      "Yes."Dong Xiang exited and closed the door behind her.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gently woke Su Zhi Ning and fed her the ginseng soup spoon by spoon.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning didn’t resist. After finishing the soup, she finally spoke. "It’s been ten hours. You’re almost at your limit. Stop wasting your True Qi."
    

    

    
      "Don’t underestimate me."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming carefully wiped her mouth and said, "You don’t know the extent of my strength. Sleep now."
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning gave him a deep look before closing her eyes again.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In a flash, another day passed.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning awoke for the third time and saw that it was already daylight. She made a quick mental calculation and was shocked. "Thirty-six hours..."
    

    

    
      He had just broken through to Fourth Grade, yet his True Qi was this abundant?
    

    

    
      Ordinary Fourth Grades would have exhausted all their Qi in a few hours using this method.
    

    

    
      His True Qi was at least ten times that of others.
    

    

    
      Even that senior brother in the alliance known for immense True Qi was no better than this.
    

    

    
      What kind of cultivation method was he practicing?
    

    

    
      These thoughts flashed through Su Zhi Ning’s mind. She looked up and saw Chen Ming’s exhausted face. It was clear he was near his limit, holding on by sheer will.
    

    

    
      She softly said, "Enough. You’ve done your best."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s temples pulsed. Still relaxed in tone, he said, "I don’t like hearing that. A real man never says he’s done. You’ll never know how long I can last."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he silently muttered, Add Points, and dumped 240,000 points into his cultivation method.
    

    

    
      【Level: 61】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 1,480,000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Perfection), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Sixth Level 243000/2400000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》 (Third Level 1322/300000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      He leveled up. Instantly, the nearly dried Qi Sea was refilled with boundless True Qi, overflowing throughout his body—restoring him to peak condition.
    

    

    
      This was a hidden function of the System: level up and instantly recover to full strength.
    

    

    
      This was the very source of his confidence to persevere.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning saw Chen Ming’s complexion visibly regain its redness, and the surging True Qi seemed ready to burst from within. She was utterly stunned.
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      Chapter 176: Can't Take It
    

    

    
      In a serene courtyard, there was a peculiar-style attic located in the rear residence.
    

    

    
      The attic’s door was tightly shut, with a pretty maid standing guard outside. Early in the morning, a graceful noblewoman entered from outside.
    

    

    
      The maid quickly saluted, "Greetings, Madam."
    

    

    
      The one who arrived was none other than Madam Yu. She asked with concern, "Well, has the food been delivered?"
    

    

    
      Ju’er quietly replied, "It has, but she didn’t eat much."
    

    

    
      Though in seclusion, food and drink were still necessities and were delivered at fixed times daily.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang hadn’t eaten much these past few days. Although with her level of cultivation, not eating for half a month wouldn’t be an issue, such a state still naturally caused worry.
    

    

    
      Madam Yu said worriedly, "This child, she really can’t let anyone rest easy."
    

    

    
      Pan Zhiyuan’s warning still echoed in her ears. As the Inspector of a prefecture, if he wanted to make it so her niece couldn’t stay in Jiangzhou, he could absolutely do it.
    

    

    
      Even though her husband was the Sect Master of the Cangyue Sect, he couldn’t oppose Pan Zhiyuan just for her. The Cangyue Sect wasn’t something he alone could dictate.
    

    

    
      If expelled from Jiangzhou, would she have to wander like before?
    

    

    
      She was no longer the carefree woman she had been more than a decade ago. She now had a husband and children. It was no longer possible to cast aside everything for this pitiful niece like she once did.
    

    

    
      All Madam Yu hoped was that her niece would understand and not really take that step...
    

    

    
      Just as she was thinking, a sudden boom shook the entire attic.
    

    

    
      Startled, she sensed an unusual fluctuation coming from within.
    

    

    
      "Xiao’e?"
    

    

    
      Madam Yu shouted urgently and suddenly crashed through the door.
    

    

    
      That specially reinforced door was like paper in front of her; it shattered completely with a single hit.
    

    

    
      Inside the attic, Yu Haitang, dressed in white training attire, was lying on the ground, her face pale as gold paper, barely breathing.
    

    

    
      "Xiao’e, how are you?"
    

    

    
      Madam Yu rushed forward, scooped her up, and checked her pulse. Her expression darkened. The pulse was intermittent, as if it could stop at any moment.
    

    

    
      "Xiao’e, hang in there."
    

    

    
      Anxious, she carried her niece out of the attic, soared into the sky, and rushed at full speed toward the Cangyue Sect’s headquarters.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The Cangyue Sect was located more than ten li outside Jiangzhou City, at a place called Cangyue Mountain.
    

    

    
      Madam Yu was surrounded by a white aura of Gang Qi, sparing no Gang Origin. She flew like the wind, barely touching the ground, directly charging into the mountain gate of the Cangyue Sect.
    

    

    
      Soon after, she found her husband, Ling Qiyang, the Sect Master of the Cangyue Sect.
    

    

    
      The moment Ling Qiyang saw Yu Haitang in her arms, he realized the seriousness of the matter and personally summoned the elder with the highest medical skills in the sect.
    

    

    
      After checking Yu Haitang’s pulse, the old man concluded her Gang Qi had gone berserk, her meridians were completely severed, and medicine was useless. If not for her unique True Qi protecting her heart meridian, she would have died long ago.
    

    

    
      "This old man is powerless. Sect Master, please seek someone more capable," the elder said, ignoring their pleas and leaving.
    

    

    
      Unwilling to give up, Madam Yu had her husband bring in the most skilled physicians from Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      After checking her pulse, each of these renowned doctors also claimed they could do nothing.
    

    

    
      One of them did mention a possible solution—certain rare heavenly treasures and a miraculous elixir from a particular sect.
    

    

    
      However, those things were extremely rare. As for the miraculous elixir, it was too far away; distant water couldn't put out a nearby fire.
    

    

    
      In the end, it amounted to nothing.
    

    

    
      Ling Qiyang, gritting his teeth, went to request aid from the sect’s old ancestor.
    

    

    
      Alas, even that powerful elder had no solution, only transferring a sliver of vitality to wake the unconscious Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      "This sliver of vitality can protect her heart meridian for three days. Take her to the Capital and find that divine physician. There may be a slim chance."
    

    

    
      Left with no other choice, Ling Qiyang took his wife and Yu Haitang out of the secluded residence.
    

    

    
      Madam Yu was already in despair. Going to the Capital was like walking into a trap. The Yu Family was in the Capital.
    

    

    
      She hugged her niece and burst into tears.
    

    

    
      Seeing his wife crying uncontrollably, Ling Qiyang steeled himself and said, "Let’s go to the Capital. No matter what, we must try. We can’t just wait here for death."
    

    

    
      "Yes, to the Capital!"
    

    

    
      Madam Yu wasn’t the type to remain weak. Hearing her husband’s words, she wiped her tears and pulled herself together.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yu Haitang spoke weakly but firmly, "I’m not going."
    

    

    
      "E’er-niang, this isn’t the time to be stubborn," Madam Yu persuaded earnestly.
    

    

    
      "I know someone who can save me. He’s in Jiangzhou City... Changqing Hall... Ji Qianxing knows..." Yu Haitang said too much in one breath and nearly choked.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      An hour later, Madam Yu brought her niece to Changqing Hall and met with Doctor Sun. She politely said, "Senior Sun, please take a look at my niece."
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun was visibly stunned upon seeing Yu Haitang and gave a strange look. "This is..."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang regained consciousness and mustered her spirit. She gave a bitter smile. "I regret not heeding your advice and ended up suffering Qi Deviation. Please save me."
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun stepped forward and took her pulse.
    

    

    
      Madam Yu stood by nervously. After a moment, Doctor Sun spoke, "With injuries like yours, not dying on the spot is already a miracle. Your True Qi is quite special to have lasted this long. And someone helped you stabilize the injury—only then did you have the chance to see me."
    

    

    
      Madam Yu, seeing his insight, quickly asked, "Divine physician, please save her."
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun shook his head. "I cannot save her."
    

    

    
      Her heart sank.
    

    

    
      Then Doctor Sun added, "But I do know someone who might be able to. However..."
    

    

    
      Madam Yu was overjoyed. "Who? Please, Senior, tell us."
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun said, "Someone who shares the same origin of True Qi might be able to help repair her damaged meridians. But that person may not be able to help right now."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang, hearing this, said with a dazed look, "In this world, I might be the only one left practicing this cultivation method."
    

    

    
      Was this karma?
    

    

    
      In that valley, all the members of the Mu Family had perished by her hands. Who would’ve thought that today, when she needed someone with the same cultivation to save her life, no such person could be found?
    

    

    
      Doctor Sun said, "That might not be the case. Think carefully, have you ever taught this method to anyone?"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was startled. "You mean... him? That’s impossible."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Inside a room, Chen Ming had one hand pressed against Su Zhi Ning’s back while snacking on pastries. Suddenly, the “Mingfeng Sword” beside him let out a clear ringing sound.
    

    

    
      It was a warning signal!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming put down the pastries and grabbed the increasingly vibrating “Mingfeng Sword”.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Su Zhi Ning opened her eyes and said, "The one coming is a Third Grade. Let go. If you run now, they might not catch you."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grinned. "Back in my hometown, we say—better to live like a feather and die like Mount Tai. Dying with you is worth it."
    

    

    
      "Didn’t you say that after I die, you’ll find someone even more beautiful? Are you really ready to die like this?"
    

    

    
      He looked toward the door and declared loudly, "Su Zhi Ning, you were willing to risk your life for me. How could I, Chen Ming, leave you behind at such a time? At most, it’s just death. Today, let us be a pair of tragic lovers."
    

    

    
      "A fine pair of tragic lovers indeed!"
    

    

    
      A hoarse voice came from outside the door, filled with regret. "In this world, men as deeply affectionate and fearless as Young Master Chen are rare as phoenix feathers. I had no wish to kill you, but in the martial world, one cannot act freely..."
    

    

    
      "Enough talk, come at me!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at Su Zhi Ning on the bed. The scabbard of the “Mingfeng Sword” flew out on its own. With the sword in hand, his mind was clear.
    

    

    
      Several moments passed—but nothing happened.
    

    

    
      What was going on?
    

    

    
      Did they run away?
    

    

    
      Or...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt uneasy and couldn’t help but speculate.
    

    

    
      Could it be that Doctor Sun finally couldn’t bear it and scared them off?
    

    

    
      At that moment, a woman’s voice rang out. "Young Master Chen, please don’t take offense. I intruded out of desperation. Just now, seeing a villain at your doorstep, I took action and subdued him. Please deal with him as you see fit."
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      A Third Grade, subdued so silently?
    

    

    
      Who was this woman? What kind of strength must she possess?
    

    

    
      Second Grade, or First Grade?
    

    

    
      A flurry of questions rushed through Chen Ming’s mind. He politely said, "I was unaware of your visit, dear guest. Forgive my lack of welcome. Please come in."
    

    

    
      The door creaked open.
    

    

    
      A noblewoman stepped in, carrying someone in her arms. On the ground knelt an elderly man, hair white, unmoving—clearly the Third Grade who had come to kill him.
    

    

    
      At this moment, this Third Grade was kneeling with a humiliated expression, body paralyzed, unable to speak.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Chen Ming’s “Mingfeng Sword” flew out, piercing the old man’s chest like lightning.
    

    

    
      Just like that, a Third Grade expert was slain on the spot.
    

    

    
      The elder’s eyes were wide with rage, dying with grievance.
    

    

    
      【You killed an LV74 enemy, gained 400,000 experience points】
    

    

    
      Seeing the system prompt, Chen Ming was elated.
    

    

    
      This experience was practically a freebie.
    

    

    
      If he could kill another Third Grade, he’d have enough experience to break through to Third Grade himself.
    

    

    
      Madam Yu, though finding his sudden act of killing slightly ruthless, didn’t dwell on it.
    

    

    
      "Miss Yu?"
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming recognize the one in the noblewoman’s arms—Yu Haitang. He immediately realized who this woman must be. "So it’s Madam Yu. Forgive my rudeness."
    

    

    
      Madam Yu looked around the room. Even though Doctor Sun had described the situation earlier, she was still stunned. This white-robed woman’s beauty was not beneath that of her own niece.
    

    

    
      She got straight to the point. "E’er-niang’s cultivation went awry and damaged her meridians. Her life hangs by a thread. Doctor Sun said only you can save her. I had no choice but to come here thick-skinned."
    

    

    
      What the hell?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but glance at Su Zhi Ning on the bed, then at Yu Haitang in Madam Yu’s arms. His expression turned bitter. Both of them at once? He truly couldn’t take it.
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      Chapter 177: What Kind of Brain Circuit?
    

    

    
      "Madam, you saw it too. This friend of mine has her meridians completely severed. I’m sustaining her heart vessel just to keep her alive. I truly cannot spare a hand right now."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming explained with a bitter smile.
    

    

    
      Before Madam Yu arrived, she had already heard a general overview from Old Sun. Upon learning that a woman had encountered a situation similar to E Niang’s—forcing a breakthrough at Third Grade, leading to a rampage of Gang Origin which nearly tore her meridians apart, leaving her with only a thread of life—she rushed over immediately.
    

    

    
      While approaching just now, she had overheard the conversation between Chen Ming and the Third Grade woman. Discovering their relationship, her heart instantly sank.
    

    

    
      Since the seriously injured woman was his lover, he would naturally prioritize saving her.
    

    

    
      From the conversation earlier, this young man appeared to be affectionate and righteous. Even at a life-threatening moment, he refused to abandon his lover to save himself. Threats and bribes would likely be of little effect.
    

    

    
      Madam Yu’s expression shifted subtly as she glanced at the white-clad woman sitting on the bed. Seeing her face pale, lips devoid of blood, her entire being exuding a sense of death.
    

    

    
      She recalled Old Sun’s words—Chen Ming had carried this woman to seek him out three days ago.
    

    

    
      That he managed to keep her alive till now showed that he indeed had some real ability.
    

    

    
      Madam Yu drew a deep breath, as if making a decision."Young Master Chen, today I shall make the decision. I will betroth my niece to you. That old thing will be the bride price."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s mouth opened in shock as he stared at Madam Yu standing at the doorway making such a public announcement—utterly dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      No, he merely wanted to negotiate for better terms. But she was completely playing outside the rules, actually intending to marry off Yu Haitang to him—what on earth was she thinking?
    

    

    
      She must have overheard his words and knew he already had a lover, yet still insisted on marrying her niece to him. This kind of brain circuit truly left him speechless.
    

    

    
      On the bed, Su Zhi Ning, who had already closed her eyes, couldn’t help but open them, looking toward the elegant woman at the door. Her lips moved slightly, as if wanting to speak, but held back.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang in Madam Yu’s arms also froze momentarily, then tried to object, but when she opened her mouth, she found herself unable to utter a single word.
    

    

    
      "You’ve already accepted the bride price, which means you agreed to this marriage. My niece—you must marry her. And her injuries—you certainly can’t ignore them now, can you?"
    

    

    
      Madam Yu gave her niece a gentle push. As if supported by an invisible force, she too landed on the bed, sitting side-by-side with Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      "She is my only niece. You must treat her well. Should anything happen to her, I will never forgive you."
    

    

    
      With that, she turned and left. Creak— the door closed by itself.
    

    

    
      The three people left in the room were left speechless.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at Yu Haitang, just as she also glanced his way, eyes filled with a warning,"Don’t take my aunt’s words seriously."
    

    

    
      "Rest assured, miss. A celestial being like you—this one wouldn’t dare dream of climbing high,"Chen Ming replied immediately."Madam Yu only said so to ensure I don’t slack or show favoritism."
    

    

    
      Madam Yu’s meaning was already clear.
    

    

    
      If they wanted to live, all three must survive.
    

    

    
      If Yu Haitang died, then the other two would be buried along with her.
    

    

    
      This Madam Yu was every bit as domineering as her niece—simply irresistible. The difference was, her methods were subtler.
    

    

    
      Had she started off with direct threats, it might have backfired with someone more unyielding. But this approach, which seemed nonsensical on the surface, actually broke the deadlock and left room for both advance and retreat.
    

    

    
      Her words could be genuine—or not. It all depended on whether the injured woman could be saved in the end.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s expression eased slightly as she asked,"How far have you cultivated your 《Primordial Wood True Art》?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming did not answer. He slowly extended his hand and pressed it against her back.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang immediately felt a familiar yet distinct flow of true qi pouring into her body—gurgling, soft, and continuous—ultimately settling at the deepest point in her body, sealing a particular rupture.
    

    

    
      She was startled and exclaimed,"You’ve reached Fourth Grade?"
    

    

    
      "Mm."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t feel like speaking. At present, both his hands were pressed against the backs of two women. He couldn’t even read a book. His true qi had to be split in two, doubling the consumption.
    

    

    
      Whether he could hold out until they recovered remained uncertain.
    

    

    
      The only good news was—with Madam Yu present, there was no worry about enemies coming to kill them.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang turned slightly to face him sideways, bringing her closer to Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      She looked at Chen Ming with a scrutinizing gaze."You should know, Fourth Grade is all about persistent effort. There’s practically no bottleneck from Fifth Grade to Fourth Grade. As long as one reaches Fifth Grade and has enough time, they are certain to reach Fourth Grade."
    

    

    
      "And what of it?"
    

    

    
      He understood this bit of common sense.
    

    

    
      It was precisely why he thought of allocating experience points to 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》, enabling him to challenge a higher rank—fighting a Fourth Grade while being at Fifth Grade.
    

    

    
      Because renowned Fifth Grade experts were few and far between. Most Fifth Grade cultivators secluded themselves, tempering their true qi, striving for an early breakthrough to Fourth Grade.
    

    

    
      Even if he wanted to spar, he couldn’t find anyone.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang continued,"Exactly because of that, there are almost no shortcuts at Fifth Grade. The more profound the cultivation method, the longer it takes at Fifth Grade. No matter how talented one may be, even cultivating a peerless method like 《Primordial Fire True Art》, it is absolutely impossible to reach Fourth Grade in just a few months."
    

    

    
      Her expression was stern—her face all but saying, confess honestly, what secrets are you hiding?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt like scratching his head, but recalling the consequences of letting go, he suppressed the impulse.
    

    

    
      He said,"Speaking of which, I should thank you. In recent days, I had been studying the 《Primordial Wood True Art》 when I suddenly had an epiphany. I fully integrated the two arts. The two types of true qi generate and extinguish each other, transforming back and forth—thus, everything flowed naturally, and I stepped into Fourth Grade without obstruction."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s eye twitched. Chen Ming’s explanation reminded her of the moment she experienced qi deviation.
    

    

    
      In fact, it started off quite smoothly. She had produced a strand of Primordial Fire True Qi in her body. However, just as she tried to strengthen it to a certain extent, the two types of true qi clashed. Her qi ran wild in an instant, nearly causing her to explode on the spot.
    

    

    
      No one understood better than her just how difficult it was to merge the two true qis.
    

    

    
      Yet in his mouth, it was as casual as a gentle breeze and flowing water.
    

    

    
      Once again, she tasted that bitter feeling of being outclassed—in terms of talent and comprehension, she had been thoroughly crushed...
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang had no idea what kind of transformation would result from merging the two true qis. Naturally, she couldn’t tell whether he was lying.
    

    

    
      So she could only assume it to be true—for now.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At Tianxiang Tower, still in that same courtyard, Qin Changyuan was drinking with a courtesan in his arms when the coachman burst in and whispered a few words into his ear.
    

    

    
      "What? He’s dead too?"
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan was both shocked and furious. The Third Grade expert he had hired this time was found in haste, and he had to offer a divine weapon just to persuade the man.
    

    

    
      In the end, he still failed!
    

    

    
      How could he not be enraged?
    

    

    
      "How did this happen?"
    

    

    
      "It was Madam Yu who intervened,"the coachman said in a low voice,"It’s said that Miss Yu suffered qi deviation during cultivation and her life is hanging by a thread. They sought many renowned physicians but none could help. For some reason, Madam Yu took Miss Yu to that Chen Ming, happened to run into him, and got rid of the man."
    

    

    
      "What?"
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan was stunned."Qi deviation? How bad is her injury?"
    

    

    
      "It’s said she has little time left to live."
    

    

    
      "Why didn’t you say so earlier!"
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan exploded in rage and slapped the coachman hard.
    

    

    
      The coachman was sent flying but quickly got back up. He blocked Qin Changyuan’s path, blood at the corner of his mouth, and said,"Young Master, it’s best you don’t go."
    

    

    
      "Out of my way."
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan raised his hand to strike again.
    

    

    
      "Miss Yu is currently in Chen Ming’s house. Word is, Madam Yu has already betrothed her to Chen Ming."
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan was struck like thunder, grabbing the coachman by the collar, his eyes bloodshot, face twisted in fury,"What did you say?"
    

    

    
      "I said, Madam Yu has already betrothed Miss Yu to Chen Ming, so that she can spend her final days with the one she loves..."
    

    

    
      "No—"
    

    

    
      Qin Changyuan flung the coachman aside with such force that the courtyard wall was smashed apart.
    

    

    
      "I don’t believe it!"
    

    

    
      He rushed outside, but his pace slowed more and more, until he stopped completely before even leaving Tianxiang Tower. His face was lifeless as he muttered,"Why?"
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he would never receive an answer.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Knock knock.
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang knocked on the door outside.
    

    

    
      "Come in."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming responded lazily.
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang pushed the door open, holding a tray."This was sent by Madam Yu—two bowls of Thousand-Year Blood Ginseng Soup. There’s also a bottle of the finest Jade Dragon Pills for you, Young Master."
    

    

    
      As expected of the wife of Cangyue Sect’s sect master. Thousand-Year Blood Ginseng was a priceless treasure, impossible to buy even with money. As for the Jade Dragon Pills, they were the top-tier pills for replenishing qi.
    

    

    
      They were refined through secret methods unique to Cangyue Sect. There was no second source. The number of rare medicinal ingredients that went into making them was unknown—even Cangyue Sect didn’t have enough for themselves, let alone for sale.
    

    

    
      Yet Madam Yu had sent a whole bottle.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had certainly benefited from Yu Haitang’s situation.
    

    

    
      He said,"Give me one Jade Dragon Pill to try first."
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang stepped forward, pulled the cork, and poured out a snow-white pill. Immediately, a fragrant medicinal scent filled the air. Just smelling it refreshed the mind.
    

    

    
      She fed the pill to Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      It melted the moment it entered his mouth. Within moments, a stream of heat rose in his dantian, quickly converting into the purest true qi. As it flowed through the meridians, it turned into fine strands of true qi, merging into the qi sea, replenishing the qi he had consumed.
    

    

    
      As time passed, the replenishment speed increased.
    

    

    
      "Madam said one Jade Dragon Pill is enough for a day. There are five here. More will be sent after they’re used up."
    

    

    
      "Mm."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, this Madam Yu really was going all out to save her niece.
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang then asked,"Ladies, the Blood Ginseng Soup needs to be drunk while hot. Shall this servant feed you?"
    

    

    
      "No need,"Yu Haitang replied.
    

    

    
      "No, thank you,"Su Zhi Ning also declined.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said,"Bring some food over. I’m hungry."
    

    

    
      "Yes, Young Master."
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      Chapter 178: The Curtain Rose
    

    

    
      In the back courtyard of the Inspector’s Residence, within a tranquil little courtyard, a graceful figure flickered from front to back. Sword light gleamed sharply—she was practicing her sword.
    

    

    
      “Junior Sister, you’ve been practicing for two hours. You should take a break.”
    

    

    
      A man in green stood outside the courtyard, gently advising.
    

    

    
      The one inside said nothing, only driving the sword light faster, sharper.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingren couldn’t help but sigh. “I know you’re upset. Master only did it for your own good.”
    

    

    
      In the courtyard, the sword light suddenly halted. That figure revealed herself—it was Zhao Xiyan, drenched in sweat. She murmured, “How could I blame Master? I only blame myself. I didn’t work hard enough before. My strength was too weak—I couldn’t help him…”
    

    

    
      Ever since rumors spread that Qin Changyuan sought revenge against Chen Ming, Zhao Xiyan had been confined in the courtyard by her master, not allowed to step outside.
    

    

    
      It had been more than a month.
    

    

    
      Seeing her like this, Pan Dingren became angry. “Junior Sister, with your background and looks, why would you worry about finding a good match? Why treat yourself this way? Do you know—”
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan looked sorrowful. “I don’t even know what’s wrong with me. I know he no longer wants me, yet I still can’t forget him. Senior Brother, tell me—what should I do?”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Pan Dingren’s anger flared, and he blurted what he had just swallowed back. “He’s getting married.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan froze, like a wooden statue.
    

    

    
      Pan Dingren couldn’t bear to see her like that and sighed. “It’s with that third-ranked on the Absolute Beauty Ranking—Yu Haitang. Let it go.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Xiyan murmured, “No, impossible. I don’t believe it…”
    

    

    
      “It was Madam Yu who said it herself. The whole city knows. If you don’t believe me, ask my elder brother.”
    

    

    
      “Impossible…”
    

    

    
      Seeing her so dazed, Pan Dingren hardened his heart. “He’s marrying someone else. Why are you still thinking about him? Let it go.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Knock knock knock.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just eaten. Feeling bored, he was comparing Su Zhi Ning and Yu Haitang’s meridians when he heard knocking.
    

    

    
      It was Qiuxiang again.
    

    

    
      He asked, “What is it?”
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang said, “Young Master Feng is here. He brought two others, one surnamed Zhou, one surnamed Gu.”
    

    

    
      He found it odd. “What are they here for?”
    

    

    
      “Shall I let them in?”
    

    

    
      “Tell them to leave—never mind, let them in.”
    

    

    
      Since Madam Yu had stepped in, Qin Changyuan probably wouldn’t dare cause trouble for now. The danger was temporarily lifted. No need to drive them away.
    

    

    
      Besides, he truly was bored.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning and Yu Haitang usually sat quietly with eyes closed, not speaking to him.
    

    

    
      A moment later, Feng Siyuan’s booming voice came. “Brother Chen! I heard you became Yu Family’s favored son-in-law. What, you’ve grown too proud to meet us in person?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just inconvenient.”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan shouted, “What’s inconvenient? Don’t tell me Brother Chen is hiding beauties in his room?”
    

    

    
      “Ahem… Brother Chen must have his reasons. We can sit outside.” Zhou Weihao helped smooth things over.
    

    

    
      Clearly, he had already noticed someone else was inside.
    

    

    
      Then, the usually quiet Gu Yuantao suddenly asked, “Is that rumor true?”
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan and Zhou Weihao hadn’t expected him to be so direct and were momentarily speechless.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “What rumor?”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuantao said, “There’s talk in the streets that Miss Yu was gravely injured and won’t live long. Madam Yu betrothed her to you to bring her joy before death. Once you’re married and she dies, Madam Yu will kill you to accompany her.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, while far-fetched, this rumor did fit Madam Yu’s style.
    

    

    
      If Yu Haitang really died, that outcome wouldn’t be unlikely.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Yu Haitang opened her eyes and said, “Who’s been gossiping about my aunt behind her back?”
    

    

    
      At this, the three men outside were all shocked.
    

    

    
      It was like speaking ill behind someone’s back and getting caught red-handed. Gu Yuantao’s face turned hot—he was at a loss for words.
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought that this enigmatic woman, admired by countless men, third on the Absolute Beauty Ranking, would be in Chen Ming’s room in broad daylight?
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan stammered, “Miss… Miss Yu?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao quickly responded, “It’s just a street rumor. We didn’t expect Miss Yu to be here. Truly disrespectful.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang warned, “Chen Ming is treating my injuries. All those rumors about my aunt betrothing me to him are lies.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, yes.”
    

    

    
      The three outside could only answer that way.
    

    

    
      What they truly thought, only they knew.
    

    

    
      Afterward, Yu Haitang fell silent.
    

    

    
      The three men sat uneasily outside, unsure what to say.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, used to big scenes, spoke calmly. “You didn’t come just to laugh at me, did you?”
    

    

    
      “There is something,” Zhou Weihao quickly said. “A story’s been spreading lately about the secret behind the Sea-Calming King’s death twenty years ago.”
    

    

    
      He lowered his voice. “It’s said the Sea-Calming King died mysteriously because he held the secret of the False Tomb of Immortality—and that secret cost him his life.”
    

    

    
      “There’s such a thing?” Chen Ming was surprised. Yu Haitang’s actions were fast.
    

    

    
      She was so badly injured yet still spreading this—truly persistent.
    

    

    
      Feng Siyuan added, “We didn’t believe it at first, but it’s spreading like wildfire. Too detailed to be made up.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Tell me in detail.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said, “The False Tomb of Immortality was guarded by five families, each holding a key. Only with all five keys can it be opened.
    

    

    
      “For thousands of years, three families vanished from history. Their keys are lost. About twenty years ago, the Sea-Calming King obtained one key and learned the secret. But he was betrayed by someone close. The secret leaked. On his return to the capital, he was assassinated. His wife and children all died. Even his loyal aides were wiped out.
    

    

    
      “But the mastermind failed to get the key. It vanished with the Sea-Calming King’s death.
    

    

    
      “Now, there’s rumor that the key is with Shang Jianfei, who once belonged to the Qinghe Sword Sect!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “So, what exactly is the key?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao replied, “No one knows. But many believe Shang Jianfei holds the answer.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Even if we get that one, there are four more. Finding them all would be near impossible.”
    

    

    
      “True, but for the secret of immortality, many are moving. Even the Six Doors Authority is investigating the Qinghe Sword Sect’s massacre records.”
    

    

    
      He asked again, “Where is Shang Jianfei now?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Weihao said, “Some say he’s hiding in Qingfeng City.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Miss Su, Miss Yu, I have something to discuss.”
    

    

    
      After Feng Siyuan and the others left, Chen Ming spoke to Su Zhi Ning and Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      “What is it?” Yu Haitang asked.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning didn’t speak but opened her eyes to look at him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I need to return to Qingfeng City. I hope you’ll both accompany me.”
    

    

    
      “Given the situation, travel is unwise…”
    

    

    
      “I’ll arrange a carriage and notify Madam Yu.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Yu Haitang was stunned. She realized he wasn’t asking—they were being told. A trace of anger flashed in her eyes, but she stayed silent.
    

    

    
      Now that her life was in Chen Ming’s hands, whatever he wanted to do, she couldn’t stop it.
    

    

    
      Not being in control of her fate—it felt terrible.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Soon after, Madam Yu rushed in, pushed the door open, and asked, “Why suddenly go to Qingfeng City?”
    

    

    
      Her face betrayed no emotion, yet carried authority.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming calmly said, “Chaos is coming to Qingfeng City. I’m worried for my family.”
    

    

    
      Madam Yu stared into his eyes. “I can send someone to bring them to Jiangzhou. They’ll be safe.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your kindness. But my family has lived in Qingfeng County for generations. We cannot leave.”
    

    

    
      “In that case, I’ll send experts to protect them.”
    

    

    
      “No need. My family—I’ll protect them myself.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared back, unyielding.
    

    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    

    
      Madam Yu finally relented. “When will you go?”
    

    

    
      “Tonight.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      That night, a large carriage drove into the courtyard. The gate was too small, so it was torn down.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming supported Su Zhi Ning and Yu Haitang onto the carriage. Qiuxiang, Dongxiang, and also Mei’er and Ju’er followed. Madam Yu sent a middle-aged man as guard and an elder to drive.
    

    

    
      Just like that, the carriage left Jiangzhou City that night, heading toward Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang, visibly better, suddenly said, “I’m curious. You’d offend me and my aunt just to take us back to Qingfeng City. What kind of family are you protecting?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “You’ll see soon enough.”
    

    

    
      His decision wasn’t impulsive.
    

    

    
      With the False Tomb of Immortality’s secret spreading, countless martial world figures would flood Qingfeng City. He feared someone might use this chance to harm his family.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t take that risk.
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      Chapter 179: You’re Looking For Death
    

    

    
      In the depths of winter, an unexpected heavy snowfall blanketed most of Jiangzhou in ice and snow.
    

    

    
      Wang Family Town, an inconspicuous little town. There was an inn in town, mainly serving passing merchants and travelers for rest and overnight stays.
    

    

    
      In recent days, most of the guests had been martial artists, all carrying blades and swords. Many of them had poor tempers and would beat or scold others at the slightest provocation.
    

    

    
      The innkeeper and the shop attendant were somewhat fearful of these people, but since they opened their doors for business, they could only serve them with extreme caution.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, these martial artists seemed to be in a hurry, as if they had urgent matters. After staying for one night, they would leave at dawn without causing trouble.
    

    

    
      This day, another heavy snowfall. Just after noon, several groups arrived in succession, quickly filling the small inn.
    

    

    
      Yet guests continued to pour in, and even the first floor was almost full.
    

    

    
      Seeing the situation, the innkeeper became nervous and fearful, sensing that trouble might break out.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, what one feared most always came true.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a few fierce and wicked martial artists barged in, shouting, “Hey! Prepare three upper rooms and heat the water!”
    

    

    
      The innkeeper hurried forward, smiling apologetically, “So sorry, dear guests, but our inn is fully booked. There truly are no rooms left.”
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      One of the bald men slammed his saber onto the table, “What did you say? No rooms? In this freezing weather, you want us to sleep on the streets?”
    

    

    
      Instantly, the entire inn fell silent, and everyone turned to look.
    

    

    
      Frightened, the innkeeper’s legs gave way, nearly collapsing to the ground, “Don’t kill… me…”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a skinny shop attendant rushed over, bowing and nodding, “Dear sirs, you are all great figures, why bother with him? There really are no more rooms, but I can try asking the earlier guests to see if one can be shared.”
    

    

    
      Only then was the bald man satisfied, “What are you waiting for?”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The other people in the inn merely watched coldly; no one wanted to meddle.
    

    

    
      In a corner sat a grandfather and granddaughter. The girl, around sixteen or seventeen, said angrily, “They say people in Jiangzhou are selfish and indifferent. Seeing it today, the reputation is well-earned.”
    

    

    
      The elder, holding a tobacco pipe, scolded, “Fang’er, mind your words.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a chubby middle-aged man at the adjacent table, looking like a merchant, smiled and asked, “Young lady, since you dislike what you see, why not stand up for them?”
    

    

    
      The girl replied, “I can’t beat them.”
    

    

    
      “Do you know, in Jiangzhou, there is a saying.”
    

    

    
      “What saying?”
    

    

    
      “Those who don’t dare to act themselves but urge others to act instead, and then blame others for not acting—are called troublemakers. In Jiangzhou, such troublemakers get beaten to death.”
    

    

    
      This remark immediately drew a burst of laughter.
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      The girl grew furious, nearly slamming the table and rising.
    

    

    
      “Fang’er.”
    

    

    
      The elder holding the pipe pulled his granddaughter back, got up, and bowed repeatedly, apologizing to the others, “The girl is young and ignorant, please forgive her offense.”
    

    

    
      Fang’er fumed, wishing she could rip that merchant’s mouth apart.
    

    

    
      But she heard him whisper, “Just wait, a good show is coming.”
    

    

    
      Fang’er ignored him but couldn’t help being curious.
    

    

    
      Just then, a distinguished-looking middle-aged man descended from upstairs, followed closely by the same shop attendant from earlier.
    

    

    
      “You’re the ones asking us to give up our rooms?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man approached the fierce group and asked.
    

    

    
      The bald man’s expression turned serious, but he still replied, “That’s right.”
    

    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man sneered. Suddenly lifting his hand, he struck the bald man squarely in the chest, sending him flying. The other three seemed to be struck simultaneously, all vomiting blood and flying backward.
    

    

    
      The inn fell into utter silence.
    

    

    
      Those with keen eyes could tell—this was a Fourth Grade Expert. In the martial world, a second-tier elite.
    

    

    
      The four thugs had dared to act so arrogantly because they were not weak either—likely Fifth Grade. Yet in front of this expert, they couldn’t even withstand a single move.
    

    

    
      The bald man, coughing blood, still asked, “May I ask for your name?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man turned and left a name, “He Yanwen of Gu County.”
    

    

    
      Then turned and went back upstairs.
    

    

    
      The He Family of Gu County was a renowned Aristocratic Family in Jiangzhou. Their ancestors had produced a First Grade Expert, and they currently had a Second Grade seated.
    

    

    
      The He Family was known for its domineering ways. These four had clearly kicked an iron plate.
    

    

    
      Naturally, they had no face left to stay. Struggling to their feet, they prepared to leave.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Fang’er, having seen a good show, couldn’t help asking the chubby merchant, “Who are the He Family?”
    

    

    
      The merchant didn’t answer. Instead, he suddenly stood and walked toward the four men, laughing loudly, “Eastern Ridge’s Four Fiends, so you have this day too!”
    

    

    
      The four turned their heads—only to see a flash of a sharp saber.
    

    

    
      Blood splattered. Four heads fell to the floor.
    

    

    
      The merchant happily pulled out a sack, stuffed the heads inside, pushed open the door, and ran out.
    

    

    
      The bloody scene stunned Fang’er. She had never imagined that the seemingly harmless merchant would suddenly erupt in violence.
    

    

    
      The elder pulled his granddaughter down to sit and said, “He must be a bounty blade. He had been eyeing them for a while. Now that the chance came, he took their heads to the Six Doors Authority for the reward.”
    

    

    
      Fang’er shivered from head to toe.
    

    

    
      At that moment, she noticed three more people in the inn standing up and quietly leaving.
    

    

    
      The elder said, “Don’t look.”
    

    

    
      At the next table, a few people whispered, “Those must be going to snatch the heads. I remember the bounty on the Eastern Ridge’s Four Fiends is quite high…”
    

    

    
      Snatch heads?
    

    

    
      Such a strange phrase.
    

    

    
      Fang’er had often heard her senior brothers say the martial world was dangerous. Now, she had finally seen the blood and cruelty with her own eyes.
    

    

    
      The inn’s door was shut once more. Four headless corpses lay on the ground, the thick stench of blood filling the entire inn.
    

    

    
      The innkeeper was utterly terrified, hiding behind the counter, mumbling, “Murder… murder…”
    

    

    
      It was the shop attendant who mustered the courage to walk over and drag the four corpses outside. Then he fetched snow water and scrubbed the floor several times.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After a while, a few men from the Six Doors Authority pushed open the door and entered, immediately quieting the inn. Everyone turned to look.
    

    

    
      Once they saw that only one was a Green-Clad Patrol Envoy and the rest were Black-Clad Officers, things returned to normal.
    

    

    
      One of the officers complained, “Chief, how did this miserable task fall on us? In this wretched weather, we still have to come to this godforsaken place...”
    

    

    
      Before he could finish, his companion tugged at him.
    

    

    
      Only then did he realize that the atmosphere in the inn was off, and he caught the scent of blood.
    

    

    
      “Officers, you're here just in time...” The innkeeper, upon seeing them, ran over like he'd seen his saviors, sobbing and sniffing as he recounted everything that had happened.
    

    

    
      When the name “Eastern Ridge’s Four Fiends” was mentioned, the officers' expressions all changed.
    

    

    
      The “Eastern Ridge’s Four Fiends” were notorious criminals active around Lingshan, all possessing Fifth Grade strength. They rampaged unchecked, completely lawless and utterly ruthless.
    

    

    
      If they had encountered those four fiends themselves, they wouldn’t even know how they died.
    

    

    
      Among them, the strongest was only Seventh Grade.
    

    

    
      When they heard that someone from the He Family of Gu County had wounded the Four Fiends upstairs, and that a bounty blade had rushed out to decapitate them—
    

    

    
      The officers finally relaxed. Serves them right.
    

    

    
      Only Zhuang Xiaotian, the leader, still wore a grave expression. That a small inn in Wang Family Town could gather so many experts was hard to imagine. How many more were flooding into Qingfeng City?
    

    

    
      And among them, how many were ruthless killers like the “Eastern Ridge’s Four Fiends”?
    

    

    
      “We're already aware of the situation. Those four were wanted criminals on the Wanted Order...” Zhuang Xiaotian gave the innkeeper a few official-sounding words and brushed him off.
    

    

    
      Then they found an empty table and sat down.
    

    

    
      The vague and lingering gazes around them made them uneasy.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a young officer asked, “Chief, they say that Chen Erlang, ranked sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking, is your close friend. Is that true?”
    

    

    
      Before Zhuang Xiaotian could speak, a more senior officer chimed in, “Of course it’s true. Didn’t you see Chief just broke through to Seventh Grade and was immediately promoted to Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy? You don’t know, do you? That Chen Erlang is a close friend of Lord Du. Naturally, Lord Du views Chief with favor.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian smiled, saying little.
    

    

    
      He understood that with his shallow experience and rapid promotion, it was easy for his subordinates to grumble.
    

    

    
      He didn’t mind. He had long accepted reality—he was of average talent, with limited prospects in this life. Meeting Chen Ming as a friend was the greatest fortune of his life.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a harsh slap of the table rang out.
    

    

    
      Everyone looked over and saw a drunken man, richly dressed, with a valuable sword on the table and a beautiful young lady seated beside him.
    

    

    
      The man looked Zhuang Xiaotian up and down and sneered, “You’re friends with that despicable Chen Ming? No wonder you're so worthless. Befriending a lowly Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy—how laughable...”
    

    

    
      As soon as those words were spoken, many in the inn pricked up their ears.
    

    

    
      This year, the biggest event in Jiangzhou was the contest for the Azure Cloud Ranking. Among them, the most talked-about was Chen Ming. First, because Qingfeng City had not produced any talent on the Azure Cloud Ranking in many years.
    

    

    
      Second, Chen Ming had a humble background—neither from an Aristocratic Family nor a sect. Making it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking proved his legend.
    

    

    
      The richly dressed man spoke disdainfully of Chen Ming, clearly no ordinary figure.
    

    

    
      Only the grandfather and granddaughter from out of town hadn’t heard the name Chen Ming, but they knew of the Azure Cloud Ranking and could guess Chen Ming’s significance.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian’s face darkened. He stood up abruptly and said in a low voice, “Why do you insult my friend like this, sir?”
    

    

    
      “Scram!”
    

    

    
      The richly dressed man hurled his wine cup, hitting Zhuang Xiaotian square in the chest and sending him flying.
    

    

    
      A mere Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy dared to talk back to him?
    

    

    
      “Chief!”
    

    

    
      The officers were shocked, hurrying to help him up while angrily demanding, “Who are you to dare injure a member of the Six Doors Authority?”
    

    

    
      The man only sneered, showing no regard for the Six Doors Authority whatsoever.
    

    

    
      The Black-Clad Officers grew uneasy.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Zhuang Xiaotian, blood at the corner of his mouth, shook off his men and drew his sword, shouting, “I don’t care who you are—I won’t let you insult Brother Chen like this!”
    

    

    
      “Shut up!”
    

    

    
      This time, the man threw his chopsticks, striking Zhuang Xiaotian in the knee. With a thud, Zhuang Xiaotian collapsed to the ground.
    

    

    
      The richly dressed man sneered, “Even a Fifth Grade Constable wouldn’t dare speak like that to me—”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian threw his sword with all his strength, shattering the wine jug on the table.
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Enraged, the man drew his sword and threw it at Zhuang Xiaotian.
    

    

    
      The young lady beside him cried out, “Brother, stop!”
    

    

    
      Just as Zhuang Xiaotian was about to die, a sword suddenly flew in from outside, smashing through the doors. It struck the sword aimed at Zhuang Xiaotian, deflecting it, and then continued onward, stabbing the richly dressed man square in the chest.
    

    

    
      “Wah—”
    

    

    
      The man was sent flying, crashing into the wall and vomiting blood on the spot.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Shihua, you’re courting death!”
    

    

    
      A furious voice rang out inside the inn.
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua?
    

    

    
      Everyone in the inn gasped upon hearing that name.
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      “Turns out he is the Seventh Young Master of the Jiang Family. No wonder he harbors such deep hatred for Chen Ming.”
    

    

    
      Fang’er heard the man at the neighboring table and smelled gossip in the air. Curiosity itched in her heart, and she quickly asked, “This big brother, does this Jiang Shihua have a grudge against Chen Ming?”
    

    

    
      “More than just a grudge! It was a stolen marriage...”
    

    

    
      Just one “big brother” made the man overjoyed, and he eagerly recounted the feud between the two.
    

    

    
      At this moment, a beautiful maid walked in from outside and approached Zhuang Xiaotian. “Young Master Zhuang, how is your injury? Is it not serious?”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian had been helped up by a few subordinates. Upon hearing this, he shook off their hands and said, “I’m fine. That fellow surnamed Jiang wouldn't dare actually hurt me.”
    

    

    
      Though Jiang Shihua spoke fiercely, his actions were measured. His main aim was to save face, not to truly injure him seriously. That would be hard to clean up.
    

    

    
      Of course, that final sword—he was genuinely enraged and went for the kill. If not for the people outside intervening, Zhuang Xiaotian would have been gravely wounded, if not dead.
    

    

    
      The beautiful maid said, “That’s good. My young master is right outside. It’s inconvenient for him to enter at the moment.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen really came?”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian’s face lit up with joy. He had just heard something that sounded like Chen Ming’s voice, but hadn’t dared to confirm it.
    

    

    
      The beautiful maid said, “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian brushed the dust off his body as he walked outside.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, it really is you!” At this moment, Jiang Yingxue, seeing that Jiang Shihua was unharmed, threw him aside and ran out the main gate.
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua’s injuries had not been severe, but upon witnessing this scene, he was so furious he spat a mouthful of old blood and fainted on the spot.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The people in the inn immediately began whispering among themselves.
    

    

    
      “How is that possible? From Ninth Grade to Fifth Grade in just four years?”
    

    

    
      Fang’er, hearing halfway through, suddenly exclaimed in disbelief.
    

    

    
      The man laughed heartily and said, “It’s natural for you not to believe, miss. I didn’t believe it at first either. But whether true or not, he dominated the Azure Cloud Ranking battle and secured sixth place. That part is certainly not false.”
    

    

    
      Fang’er didn’t dwell on the matter any longer and praised, “That Miss Zhao truly had a discerning eye. She chose Chen Erlang before he rose to fame. In the end, she proved her judgment right.”
    

    

    
      It had to be said—her perspective was indeed unique.
    

    

    
      The man sighed, “Unfortunately, that Miss Zhao’s master forcibly separated the pair and grounded her at home, all because he offended the Qin Family.”
    

    

    
      “The Qin Family?”
    

    

    
      Fang’er’s eyes gleamed. Among all she knew of Jiangzhou, the Qin Family and Jin Yutang were among the few notable names.
    

    

    
      The man said, “Exactly. That Qin Changyuan is truly detestable. Just because Chen Ming caught the attention of Tianxiang Tower’s courtesan, he grew jealous and declared he would trouble Chen Ming. Honestly, isn’t it just because he has no sect or backers, and is easy to bully?”
    

    

    
      Fang’er grew suspicious. “Could this Chen Ming be some lecher who flirts everywhere?”
    

    

    
      The man laughed. “They say Chen Ming is incomparably handsome. With a man like that, women are bound to be drawn to him. Can you blame him?”
    

    

    
      Fang’er scoffed at that and didn’t wish to speak further.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, after exiting the inn, Zhuang Xiaotian saw a luxurious carriage.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s voice came from inside the carriage. “Brother Zhuang, come aboard. Let’s talk inside.”
    

    

    
      The beautiful maid pulled open the carriage door.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian felt a bit confused. The Chen Ming he knew was always humble and never put on airs—but upon entering the carriage and seeing the scene inside, he couldn’t help being stunned.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was seated at the center of the carriage, with one hand supporting a woman’s back. Both women wore veils, hiding their faces.
    

    

    
      “Brother Chen, you are—”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian was dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      “This matter is a long story.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head without elaborating and simply said, “It seems you’ve been promoted. Congratulations.”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian, seeing he didn’t wish to talk more, didn’t pry. “I have you to thank. After your name appeared on the Azure Cloud Ranking, Lord Du summoned me, chatted about everyday matters, and the next day I was promoted to Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy.”
    

    

    
      “That’s because your cultivation was up to par. If you hadn’t broken through to Seventh Grade, even if Lord Du wanted to promote you, he couldn’t.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Ming’s sincerity, Zhuang Xiaotian felt deeply moved.
    

    

    
      Clearly it was Chen Ming who helped him, yet he never took credit. He was nothing like the high-ranking figures Zhuang had encountered before. Those people from the Six Doors Authority—let alone promoting someone—treated even a few extra words like a huge favor.
    

    

    
      He said, “I haven’t congratulated you yet—for taking sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking. You don’t know what a stir it caused in the city. Big Brother was so excited he almost fainted, and kept shouting that once you returned, he’d renovate the ancestral tomb.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. That truly sounded like Big Brother. This time he had indeed brought honor to the family, and the first thing his brother thought of was renovating the ancestral tomb.
    

    

    
      He asked, “I’ve been away for a few months. Is everything well at home?”
    

    

    
      “All is well. Oh, Big Brother bought a new residence—ten times larger than the old one—right near the Inspector’s Residence.”
    

    

    
      “That’s good.”
    

    

    
      “Even the Inspector himself visited your home personally and gifted a plaque inscribed with ‘Soaring High on the Azure Cloud.’ It was written by the Inspector himself. With that plaque, no one would dare offend your family again.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded. “My brother mentioned that in his letter.”
    

    

    
      He then asked about a few acquaintances, including Zhang Mingyu and others.
    

    

    
      At last, Zhuang Xiaotian lowered his voice suddenly. “Have you heard that rumor?”
    

    

    
      “The False Tomb of Eternal Life?”
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian, seeing that he indeed knew, spoke gravely. “Recently, a large number of martial artists have flooded into Qingfeng City from all over. Even two Third Grade Experts have shown up. If this continues, something big might happen.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded. He had already anticipated such a development—hence his urgency in returning to Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      “What brings you here?”
    

    

    
      This place was still about fifty li from Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      Zhuang Xiaotian said, “I was sent to investigate a murder case.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, “At a time like this, even if there’s a murder, isn’t it just a martial feud? Is it worth dispatching so many people?”
    

    

    
      “The deceased was someone from the authorities.”
    

    

    
      “Who was it?”
    

    

    
      “Have you heard of the Princess Mingyu?”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      When Jiang Shihua woke up, he found himself in a carriage. His sister Jiang Yinghua sat beside him with a gloomy face. His facial muscles twitched, and he angrily asked, “Uncle Fu, why didn’t you act just now?”
    

    

    
      After a while, Uncle Fu’s voice came. “The other side... had a First Grade.”
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua could hardly believe it. “How could he have a First Grade Expert by his side?”
    

    

    
      “If this old man didn’t misjudge, it was that old ghost from Cangyue Sect. Didn’t think he was still alive...”
    

    

    
      Cangyue Sect?
    

    

    
      How could that bastard be connected with Cangyue Sect?
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua had been away from Jiangzhou City for some time. News about Chen Ming and Yu Haitang hadn’t reached here yet.
    

    

    
      He knew well—this dumb loss could only be swallowed.
    

    

    
      “You just wait!”
    

    

    
      He fumed in his heart.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Your friend has impure intentions.”
    

    

    
      After Zhuang Xiaotian left, Yu Haitang suddenly said, “Earlier, he righteously confronted Jiang Shihua to uphold justice for you only because he knew Jiang Shihua couldn’t kill him.”
    

    

    
      The greater the family, the bigger the sect, the less likely they would dare harm someone from the Six Doors Authority. Killing was out of the question—even crippling someone would hand over a massive handle.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “That’s just human nature.”
    

    

    
      “Aren’t you afraid of keeping someone like him around becoming a disaster later?”
    

    

    
      “Miss, your way of handling subordinates, I admire. But I’m different. I’ve always walked alone. I don’t need fiercely loyal subordinates, nor do I seek life-and-death sworn brothers. If we get along, we’re friends. If one day fate ends, then so be it.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was silent for a moment before saying, “Listening to you talk, you don’t sound like a young man—more like a weary elder in his seventies or eighties.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment from you.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang teased, “Then what about this lady? That day, you’d rather die than abandon her, and wanted to become a pair of doomed lovers.”
    

    

    
      It was her first time mentioning Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      All this while, she had acted as if Su Zhi Ning didn’t exist, never asking or speaking.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning was the same—since arriving, she hadn’t spoken a word.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said calmly, “Because I knew that even if I tried to flee alone, I wouldn’t escape. I just wanted to say something heroic to stir Elder Sun’s compassion. But unexpectedly, he remained unmoved.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said softly, “How do you know he was unmoved?”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean by that, miss?”
    

    

    
      “Who do you think told my aunt that you could save me?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned.
    

    

    
      So it was Elder Sun who informed Madam Yu, leading her to rescue him.
    

    

    
      He asked in a low voice, “Who exactly is Elder Sun? Why do you hold him in such regard?”
    

    

    
      “Why should I tell you?”
    

    

    
      “Come on, tell me.”
    

    

    
      “Unless... you tell me why your Gang Qi is so dense?”
    

    

    
      This was already the fifth day since they left Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming alone protected both her and that female disciple from the Heaven’s Path Alliance, maintaining their heart pulses with seemingly inexhaustible Gang Qi. It was truly unbelievable.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Of course it’s due to the Jade Dragon Pill Madam Yu gave me.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang snorted, “If you don’t want to say, then forget it.”
    

    

    
      She knew exactly how effective the Jade Dragon Pill was—it was impossible to achieve such results.
    

    

    
      So clearly, he had secrets.
    

    

    
      One day, she would dig them all out.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming changed the subject. “Right, who exactly is this Princess Mingyu?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Qiuxiang beside them said, “Reporting to Young Master, when the Sea-Calming King died mysteriously back then, his wife and children were all killed. To prevent his bloodline from being extinguished, the former emperor adopted a son and daughter from the royal clan and granted them inheritance—this generation’s Sea-Calming King and Princess Mingyu. But they’ve always lived in the capital and have never been to Jiangzhou.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was astonished. “Then her coming to Jiangzhou—could it be related to the False Tomb of Eternal Life?”
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      The snow had stopped in the middle of the night.
    

    

    
      Before dawn, Tao Fang was already woken up by her grandfather. They left the inn and continued on their journey.
    

    

    
      Each of them led a horse. As soon as they stepped out of the inn, they saw a luxurious large carriage parked on the open ground outside. It was much bigger than ordinary carriages, drawn by four strong horses, all pitch-black with not a single stray hair.
    

    

    
      Tao Fang couldn’t help but glance at the large carriage several more times. She knew that Chen Ming, who had caused quite a stir yesterday, was inside, and he hadn’t gotten off the entire time.
    

    

    
      Moreover, even she could tell—there was more than one person breathing inside the carriage. There were clearly other women.
    

    

    
      Peh, debauched scum.
    

    

    
      She spat inwardly, easily imagining what was going on inside.
    

    

    
      Even while traveling, he had to sleep under the same covers with women. This man truly was wanton and without restraint.
    

    

    
      “Fang’er.”
    

    

    
      The elder called out. Only then did she tug the reins and let the horse catch up.
    

    

    
      The snowy road was hard to travel, so the grandfather and granddaughter had to slow their pace.
    

    

    
      By noon, as they passed by a large tree, Tao Fang suddenly cried out, “There’s a dead person.”
    

    

    
      The old man took one look and saw a corpse lying behind the tree. He said, “It’s one of the bounty sabermen who chased out yesterday.”
    

    

    
      It seemed that the middle-aged merchant was slightly more skilled and had slain this person here.
    

    

    
      Although Tao Fang had seen dead people before, she still found it hard to comprehend. “All that just to snatch a few heads and ended up losing their life?”
    

    

    
      The old man’s expression held a sorrowful clarity. “To these bounty sabermen without sect or backing, those heads can be exchanged for a more advanced martial arts manual—enough to change their fate. It’s worth risking their life for.”
    

    

    
      Tao Fang protested, “But Chen Ming has no sect or background either. How did he make it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking?”
    

    

    
      “Jianghu rumors can’t be trusted. If I’m not mistaken, the insignia on that carriage belongs to one of the Four Great Sects of Jiangzhou—Cangyue Sect. Plus, there are experts traveling with him.”
    

    

    
      “Experts? How do they compare to you, Grandpa?”
    

    

    
      The old man gave her a doting look and said, “Your grandpa is just a carefree wanderer, how could I compare to those sect experts?”
    

    

    
      As they spoke, they continued forward.
    

    

    
      After traveling several more li, they saw another corpse lying by the roadside, and a dozen or so zhang ahead was yet another corpse.
    

    

    
      It was evident how brutal the battle over those four heads had been yesterday.
    

    

    
      After another few li, Qingfeng City was already in sight.
    

    

    
      The old man suddenly stopped and looked up at a tree, letting out a sigh.
    

    

    
      “What is it? Ah!”
    

    

    
      Tao Fang followed his gaze and saw a corpse frozen into an ice sculpture hanging on the tree. It was the middle-aged merchant from yesterday.
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought—he never made it into Qingfeng City and died right here.
    

    

    
      The four heads tied to his waist had vanished without a trace. No one knew who had taken them.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      The old man called out.
    

    

    
      Tao Fang followed silently, without a word the whole way.
    

    

    
      Only after entering Qingfeng City did the old man look at the bustling streets, crowded with people and carriages. He sighed, “They say Qingfeng thrives with merchants and travelers. Seeing it today, its fame is well-deserved.”
    

    

    
      He turned his head and noticed his granddaughter seemed unlike her usual self, looking troubled. He asked, “Is this martial world not what you imagined?”
    

    

    
      Tao Fang replied gloomily, “I used to hear the senior brothers talk about being chivalrous and defending the weak, settling grudges with righteousness. They spoke of heroic knights whose words were worth gold, young heroes and heroines roaming the land like celestial couples, envied by all. But why is this martial world nothing like what they said?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a snort came from nearby.
    

    

    
      She turned and saw a traveling merchant, glaring at him. “What are you laughing at?”
    

    

    
      The merchant chuckled, “Judging by your accent, you’re from Xiazhou. In Jiangzhou, that kind of talk doesn’t fly. If you can’t stand it, best go back to Xiazhou.”
    

    

    
      With that, he walked away.
    

    

    
      Tao Fang fumed, “No wonder they say people from Jiangzhou are so deceitful. It’s true.”
    

    

    
      The old man said, “You can’t generalize. There are cunning people in Xiazhou too, and there are also men of great spirit in Jiangzhou.”
    

    

    
      Tao Fang had always trusted her grandfather. After a moment, she became worried. “Grandpa, I’m afraid all the inns in Qingfeng City are full. Where will we stay?”
    

    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    

    
      The old man took his granddaughter straight to the Six Doors Authority, presented a letter of introduction, and was quickly brought before a Fifth Grade Constable.
    

    

    
      This Fifth Grade Constable’s surname was Li, and he introduced himself as Li Guangjie. His demeanor was very respectful. “Senior Tao, this junior already understands your purpose. But as you can see, Qingfeng City is in quite a state. We really don’t have spare manpower…”
    

    

    
      The old man replied calmly, “Don’t worry, I’ll find the people myself. I just need some cooperation from your side. Also, arrange a place to stay.”
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie immediately made the arrangements upon hearing his request.
    

    

    
      “One more thing, it’s not necessary to trouble Inspector Zhao.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After the grandfather and granddaughter left, some people whispered below.
    

    

    
      “Who was that senior? Why was the captain so respectful?”
    

    

    
      “You don’t recognize Senior Tao?”
    

    

    
      “Is he from Jiangzhou?”
    

    

    
      “No, from neighboring Xiazhou.”
    

    

    
      “A Tao from Xiazhou… could it be Senior Tao Zhiquan?”
    

    

    
      “That’s right. This senior is a legend within the Six Doors Authority. He was originally a bounty saberman, but later caught the eye of an influential figure and was specially recruited. He solved countless major cases and became known as the Divine Constable. His cultivation even broke through to Third Grade. Unfortunately, due to his origins, he was never promoted to Third Grade Inspector. Disheartened, he stepped down. What a pity.”
    

    

    
      “What brings Senior Tao to Qingfeng City?”
    

    

    
      “You don’t know? Rumor has it he once took in a disciple—his distant nephew. Who would’ve thought that disciple turned out to be a monster, killing his entire family. Senior Tao has been chasing him ever since…”
    

    

    
      “I never imagined such a tragedy.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After arranging Senior Tao’s lodging, Li Guangjie went to report to Lord Zhao and happened to run into Du Caiyue, whom he hadn’t seen in half a year.
    

    

    
      Seeing Du Caiyue still pale, Li Guangjie said with a mocking tone, “You were in such a rush to break through to Third Grade? Ended up going into Qi Deviation and still haven’t healed after six months.”
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue replied calmly, “Injuries heal. But some people offended the wrong person. I fear they’ll never have peace again.”
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie sneered, “Joining the Six Doors Authority means not being afraid to offend others.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so?” Du Caiyue looked at him with a half-smile. “At least thirty percent of those on the Azure Cloud Ranking eventually reach the Divine Repository Realm. Surely you knew that?”
    

    

    
      As she finished, she noticed a flicker of gloom in Li Guangjie’s eyes and said no more.
    

    

    
      She believed he was regretting it—regretting ever offending Chen Ming. Or more likely, regretting not killing him back then.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought that in less than a year, that insignificant Sixth Grade would rise to fame throughout Jiangzhou?
    

    

    
      It was the Azure Cloud Ranking, after all!
    

    

    
      It meant that among all Fifth Grade martial artists under twenty-five, he was in the topmost tier.
    

    

    
      Others might not grasp the significance, but she and Li Guangjie knew it well.
    

    

    
      At the Fifth Grade level, the gap between martial artists of the same rank could be even greater than the gap between Fifth and Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      Those disciples from top sects and Aristocratic Families trained in Peerless Divine Arts, the most refined saber and sword techniques, constantly guided by senior masters. Their strength far surpassed their peers.
    

    

    
      How could ordinary Fifth Grades be their match?
    

    

    
      That Chen Ming could defeat so many disciples from Aristocratic Families and sects—his strength was simply astonishing.
    

    

    
      When Du Caiyue first heard the news, she didn’t believe it. But when she saw the latest Azure Cloud Ranking and found Chen Ming’s name at the sixth position, she had no choice but to believe.
    

    

    
      She had her suspicions: Chen Ming’s rapid progress surely had something to do with the 《Lunar True Scripture》.
    

    

    
      Six months ago, after obtaining the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》, Du Caiyue couldn’t resist trying to cultivate both arts for a balance of yin and yang. But she had barely begun when she suffered Qi Deviation and nearly died.
    

    

    
      She spent half a year healing. The memory still gave her chills.
    

    

    
      She was eager for Chen Ming’s return to ask about the secrets. But two months had passed, and he still hadn’t returned to Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      If not for her duties, she would’ve begged Lord Zhao for leave to search for Chen Ming in Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the steward appeared and led the two into the study to meet Zhao Shouchang.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue and Li Guangjie both entered with solemn expressions.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the study, Zhao Shouchang was practicing calligraphy.
    

    

    
      They stood silently by. They had followed Zhao Shouchang long enough to know—whenever something major happened, he would write.
    

    

    
      After a while, Zhao Shouchang finished a piece, put down the brush, took the wet towel from the steward, and wiped his hands.
    

    

    
      “I heard Tao Zhiquan has arrived?”
    

    

    
      Li Guangjie replied, “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “A troubled time indeed,” Zhao Shouchang sighed.
    

    

    
      “My Lord, this is already the fourth Third Grade Expert. Who knows how many more are hiding in the shadows? Qingfeng City is like a powder keg now, ready to blow. I fear your strength alone…” Li Guangjie sounded worried.
    

    

    
      These days, the pressure on him had been immense. If something happened, he’d take the fall.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang said, “I’ve already reported Qingfeng City’s situation to Jiangzhou City and the capital by carrier pigeon. Reinforcements will arrive soon. Until then, nothing can go wrong.”
    

    

    
      “Yes,” was all Li Guangjie could say.
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang then looked at Du Caiyue. “How’s your recovery?”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your concern, My Lord. I’m almost fully healed.”
    

    

    
      “Good. From now on, Qingfeng City will be far from peaceful. You must work together and ensure no major incidents occur.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, and one more thing.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Shouchang added, “Chen Ming is returning.”
    

    

    
      This one sentence made both subordinates’ expressions change.
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      Tao Fang was quite satisfied with the house arranged by the Six Doors Authority. It was located near the bustling market, convenient for gathering information. Though the courtyard wasn’t large, it had everything necessary, and even included a matron and servants.
    

    

    
      However, the very first thing her grandfather did was dismiss the matron and the servants, telling them they didn’t need to come anymore.
    

    

    
      Then, the grandfather and granddaughter wandered around outside, took a stroll, and finally went to a nearby restaurant to gather information.
    

    

    
      As a result, what the diners talked about the most in the restaurant turned out to be that very Chen Erlang Jun.
    

    

    
      “I watched Chen Erlang grow up. He had great ambitions since childhood. To learn martial arts, he knelt at his family’s gate for three days and nights, eventually earning his father’s approval.”
    

    

    
      “At thirteen, he declared publicly, ‘One day I shall ascend the Azure Cloud Ranking and bring glory to Qingfeng City!’”
    

    

    
      “At eighteen, he hadn’t achieved anything. Everyone said he was a mediocre talent, with no aptitude whatsoever. He remained silent for two years but never gave up. At twenty, he was framed and imprisoned. By chance, he encountered a fortuitous opportunity and rose rapidly. In four years, he reached Fifth Grade, displaying peerless talent…”
    

    

    
      “Chen Erlang is truly a martial arts fanatic, wholly devoted to martial cultivation. Back then, countless women secretly admired him, swearing to marry none but him. Yet he remained entirely unmoved…”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Tao Fang found it amusing and naturally thought these people were exaggerating.
    

    

    
      It was understandable. After all, Qingfeng City had finally produced a martial arts prodigy who could make it onto the Azure Cloud Ranking. Of course, they would be proud and sing his praises to the heavens.
    

    

    
      She wasn’t sure about the rest, but that part about not being interested in women was utter nonsense.
    

    

    
      For martial artists, once they reached Sixth Grade or higher, they were no longer restricted from indulging in women. They were even encouraged to take more concubines and have more descendants.
    

    

    
      Liking women was not a fault. But a normal person wouldn’t go to the lengths of Chen Ming, flaunting a gaudy carriage and sharing a bed publicly.
    

    

    
      After listening for quite a while, Tao Fang hadn’t heard any useful information. They were all talking about Chen Erlang Jun, including his romantic affairs with the daughter of Inspector Zhao.
    

    

    
      It seemed the story of how Miss Zhao’s master struck apart a pair of lovers had yet to spread here.
    

    

    
      She urged her grandfather to leave. Before they left, she inadvertently learned something—Chen Ming’s house turned out to be right next to the courtyard she lived in, separated by only one wall.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Seriously, is there nothing else worth discussing in Qingfeng City?”
    

    

    
      Returning to the courtyard, Tao Fang couldn’t help complaining. “Why is everyone talking about that Chen Erlang?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Tao Zhiquan gestured for silence and pulled her to the wall, tilting his ear to listen.
    

    

    
      Tao Fang became a little nervous. Soon, she heard her grandfather’s voice whisper in her ear, “They’re not coming for us.”
    

    

    
      Not coming for us?
    

    

    
      She instinctively looked in the direction her grandfather was watching—next door, seemingly Chen Ming’s house.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t dark yet, and she happened to see a shadow flipping over the wall and entering.
    

    

    
      Her fist clenched tightly, and she bit her lower lip.
    

    

    
      Tao Zhiquan shook his head, signaling her not to get involved.
    

    

    
      Tao Fang suddenly recalled something and said sadly, “Grandfather, if back when our family was in trouble, there had been someone like you to step in and help, would Father, Mother, Eldest Brother, Second Brother, and Little Sister still have been safe?”
    

    

    
      That sentence struck Tao Zhiquan like a heavy hammer to the chest.
    

    

    
      Looking at his sorrowful granddaughter, he let out a long sigh and gently said, “Don’t worry, they’ll be fine.”
    

    

    
      Thinking of her deceased family, Tao Fang couldn’t help but break into sobs.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Before nightfall, a luxurious large carriage pulled into the courtyard adjacent to the other side of the Chen Residence, drawing everyone’s attention.
    

    

    
      Those inside were Chen Ming, Su Zhi Ning, and Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      Only after getting off the carriage and returning to the already tidied-up room did he speak. “Thank you both, ladies.”
    

    

    
      Given his current situation, it wasn’t suitable to return home directly. So he had sent Dongxiang and Ju’er ahead to Qingfeng City to rent a place near the Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      This way, he could protect his family nearby.
    

    

    
      Dongxiang said, “There was a small incident at the residence today. Just half an hour ago, three thieves climbed over the wall and entered the courtyard. Fortunately, they were discovered in time by the guards and killed on the spot. No one in the household was injured.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, however, furrowed his brows.
    

    

    
      Sensing his reaction, Dongxiang asked, “Young Master, is something wrong?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said gravely, “Something’s off. Everyone knows the strength of the guards at my house. If it were just common thieves trying to steal, wouldn’t they have investigated first? There’s definitely something wrong here.”
    

    

    
      Dongxiang was shocked and immediately knelt to apologize. “It was this servant’s negligence. Please punish me, Young Master.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Perhaps I’m just being paranoid. Go and bring Mister Wang over.”
    

    

    
      Mister Wang was the middle-aged man sent by Lady Yu to protect Yu Haitang. He seemed unremarkable but was actually a peak Fourth Grade expert, only one step away from reaching Third Grade.
    

    

    
      Not only was he skilled in martial arts, but he was also an experienced martial world veteran, meticulous in handling matters. Who knew where Lady Yu had recruited such a talent?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming instructed Mister Wang to examine the corpses of the three intruders and determine if they were really just small-time thieves.
    

    

    
      Just as Mister Wang left, someone came to report, “Young Master, someone is requesting an audience at the gate, asking specifically for you.”
    

    

    
      He asked curiously, “Who?”
    

    

    
      As of now, only Zhuang Xiaotian knew of his return, and he had specifically instructed him not to reveal it.
    

    

    
      “It’s a woman, dressed in red, wearing a veil.”
    

    

    
      So it was her.
    

    

    
      She really was well-informed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Let her in.”
    

    

    
      Soon, that mysterious woman in red arrived at the door and said from outside, “What, am I not welcome?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied apologetically, “There’s a reason I can’t meet you in person. I hope Sister Red will understand.”
    

    

    
      The red-clad woman gave a strange laugh. “Looks like you really are inconvenienced. Fine. You came back because of that rumor, didn’t you?”
    

    

    
      Her voice was transmitted directly into Chen Ming’s ears using a sound transmission technique.
    

    

    
      He replied, “Yes. I was worried for my family’s safety, so I returned early.”
    

    

    
      “The False Tomb of Eternal Life—aren’t you tempted?”
    

    

    
      “Of course I am. But with my current abilities, I wouldn’t dare. If possible, I’d just like to take my family and flee as far as possible.”
    

    

    
      The red-clad woman said, “Unfortunately, you’re already in the game. There’s no escape.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart skipped a beat. “Sister Red, do you know something?”
    

    

    
      “What I know doesn’t matter. Now that the secret has spread and is beyond my control, I won’t be involved any longer. Take care of yourself.”
    

    

    
      “You came just to tell me that?”
    

    

    
      “I’m leaving. Since we’ve known each other, I’ll leave you with one sentence: if you want to survive, your only hope is Su Zhi Ning. That’s all. Good luck.”
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly stood up and said loudly, “Sister Red, can you do me one more favor? Help me acquire the ‘Nine Suns Divine Containment’!”
    

    

    
      Some time passed. Just when he thought she had left, a single word echoed in his ear: “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Thank you.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming silently said in his heart.
    

    

    
      As long as he had the ‘Nine Suns Divine Containment’, the seventh to ninth layers of the ‘Blazing Sun Divine Art’ would be complete. With enough experience points, he could immediately break through to Third Grade and surprise everyone.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang suddenly asked, “Are you referring to the latter volume of the ‘Primordial Fire True Art’?”
    

    

    
      “Correct.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew he couldn’t hide it from her.
    

    

    
      “Interesting. Seems like she knows quite a lot. Her origins must be anything but simple.” Yu Haitang was clearly intrigued by the red-clad woman.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t respond. In truth, he had long suspected the red-clad woman’s reason for approaching him. It was Yu Haitang who eventually helped him uncover the answer.
    

    

    
      Most likely, it was because of the ‘Blazing Sun Divine Art’.
    

    

    
      Today was a test, and it proved true—the final volume of the ‘Blazing Sun Divine Art’ really was in her hands.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at Su Zhi Ning nearby, feeling a sudden pang of worry.
    

    

    
      These days, she hadn’t spoken a single word. No matter what happened, she showed no reaction, as if in deep meditation.
    

    

    
      If not for her still having a heartbeat, he might have thought she had passed away.
    

    

    
      He guessed it was likely some kind of secret art for healing.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Night had fully fallen. Chen Ming took another Jade Dragon Pill, absorbing its medicinal power to replenish his depleted Gang Qi.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Mister Wang returned. “Just as Young Master suspected, those three were not ordinary thieves. They were quite strong in life—one was Fourth Grade, the other two were Fifth Grade. Their identities have been confirmed. They were the leaders of a group of mounted bandits active around Yujie County.”
    

    

    
      A flash of killing intent appeared in Chen Ming’s eyes, which Yu Haitang happened to catch as he turned.
    

    

    
      He asked gravely, “How did they die?”
    

    

    
      Mister Wang replied, “Their hearts were silently shattered, killing them instantly. The attacker’s strength was at least Second Grade.”
    

    

    
      Second Grade?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was puzzled. Of those he knew above Third Grade, there were only two—one was the red-clad woman, the other was Shang Jianfei.
    

    

    
      He immediately ruled out Shang Jianfei.
    

    

    
      It probably wasn’t the red-clad woman either; otherwise, she would’ve told him earlier.
    

    

    
      Then who could it be?
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but look at Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      She shook her head. “Not one of mine.”
    

    

    
      If it wasn’t her, that was even stranger.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only suppress the doubt and said to Mister Wang, “Thank you, Mister.”
    

    

    
      Mister Wang smiled slightly and left the room.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Early the next morning, Qiuxiang came in carrying a wooden box and handed it to Chen Ming, saying someone had delivered it.
    

    

    
      He opened it and found it was indeed a manual, titled ‘Nine Suns Qi Containment’.
    

    

    
      “At last, this cultivation method is complete. Not an easy feat.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a flood of emotion and couldn’t help but think of Old Liu. When Old Liu gave him the ‘Three Suns Body Tempering’, he probably never imagined this cultivation art would be so deeply entangled.
    

    

    
      Thinking of Old Liu reminded him of the people from the He Family of Gu County who were also staying at the same inn yesterday afternoon.
    

    

    
      The He Family of Gu County was Old Liu’s enemy. Old Liu had left Qingfeng City back then to seek revenge on them and never returned.
    

    

    
      With a complicated heart, Chen Ming opened the manual.
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      Chen Residence.
    

    

    
      Early in the morning, Old Li the gatekeeper picked up the large broom and began sweeping the heavy snow in front of the gate. After a while, he became so exhausted he could barely straighten his back. He stood there, leaning on the broom to rest.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a valiant young man walked over and asked, “Uncle Li, what are you looking at?”
    

    

    
      “Second Young Master, you’re here.”
    

    

    
      Old Li greeted him warmly before continuing, “The two neighboring households just moved in yesterday, but they didn’t show the slightest courtesy, didn’t even come over to greet us.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he couldn’t help but shake his head.
    

    

    
      This valiant young man was none other than Hong Zilin. Previously, the Lady of the House had half-jokingly mentioned adopting Li Jinchuan and him as foster sons. Thus, the servants in the residence referred to Li Jinchuan as First Young Master and him as Second Young Master.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Hong Zilin felt something was off. Both neighbors on either side changing residents on the same day? That was too much of a coincidence.
    

    

    
      “Let me help you.”
    

    

    
      He took the broom and swept the snow aside in a few strokes, while asking, “I heard some burglars came by yesterday?”
    

    

    
      “That’s right. Fortunately, Guard Gu discovered them in time and killed those burglars. Sigh, Qingfeng City is getting more chaotic lately. I’ve heard several households were robbed...”
    

    

    
      “What about the corpses of those burglars?”
    

    

    
      “After reporting to the authorities, the corpses were sent to the mortuary.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Hong Zilin had finished sweeping. He returned the broom to Old Li and said, “I’m going to pay my respects to my foster father and mother.”
    

    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    

    
      Old Li watched his back and felt more and more that this Second Young Master had the demeanor of his foster father.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After entering the residence, Hong Zilin first sought out Guard Gu Junrong. “Master Gu, what was the background of those burglars yesterday?”
    

    

    
      Yesterday, he had gone to the Huo Residence to practice martial arts with Martial Uncle Zhang Mingyu and had returned home late. He only heard about the incident from his mother, so he came early today to investigate.
    

    

    
      Gu Junrong looked solemn. “Those three came with ill intent, and their strength was far beyond mine. If someone hadn’t intervened in the shadows to kill them, I fear...”
    

    

    
      He shuddered and didn’t dare continue.
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin’s heart sank. So they really weren’t just ordinary thieves. “Master Gu, do you know who helped in secret?”
    

    

    
      “No idea. But I suspect it might be one of Second Master’s friends. I’ve reported this to First Master. He told me not to spread the word. Since that person didn’t want to show themselves, we’ll pretend we don’t know.”
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin nodded, though his heart felt heavy. They didn’t know who the enemies were, nor the allies. Not knowing anything was the worst — like a headless fly.
    

    

    
      He smiled bitterly inside. “Martial Uncle, oh Martial Uncle, what kind of enemy did you provoke in Jiangzhou City?”
    

    

    
      As the saying goes, it’s cold at the top. When he learned that Martial Uncle had reached sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking, he had already foreseen that the Chen Residence would inevitably become the center of a storm.
    

    

    
      Now, with Martial Uncle Chen Ming still not returned, the Chen Family lacked a backbone.
    

    

    
      Worse still, Qingfeng City was in turmoil, rumors flying everywhere. New faces flooded the city, and even the dullest people could sense something major was about to happen.
    

    

    
      “Martial Uncle, please come back soon.”
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin then sought out Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda. The two were still their usual carefree selves. When they saw him, they even cheerfully greeted him.
    

    

    
      Sometimes, he really envied how carefree they were.
    

    

    
      And yet, they were the strongest in the Chen Residence now — both at Seventh Grade. If something truly happened in the residence, it would fall on them to protect their foster parents.
    

    

    
      After paying respects to Chen Rui and Madam Wei, Hong Zilin went to visit his Martial Uncle’s two maids, Chunxiang (Spring Fragrance) and Xiaxiang (Summer Fragrance). The two of them were now Eighth Grade Martial Artists — quite powerful indeed.
    

    

    
      Counting it all, the Chen Residence’s strength was rather considerable.
    

    

    
      Two at Seventh Grade — Wu Bofu and Liu Zhongda.
    

    

    
      Four at Eighth Grade — Chunxiang, Xiaxiang, Master Gu Junrong, and himself.
    

    

    
      Additionally, there was a young lady in the residence with a mysterious background, rarely seen, also of Seventh Grade strength.
    

    

    
      Still, this level of strength was far from enough to face the current crisis.
    

    

    
      Feeling a sense of urgency, Hong Zilin left the Chen Residence after chatting with Chunxiang and Xiaxiang. He decided to probe into the background of the two “new neighbors” who had just moved in.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Inside the room, Chen Ming sat on a chair. His left hand was pressed against the center of Yu Haitang’s back, while his right hand was on Su Zhi Ning’s back, continuously channeling Gang Qi into their bodies.
    

    

    
      Every now and then, he would take a Jade Dragon Pill.
    

    

    
      This had continued for ten days now.
    

    

    
      The two of them were like bottomless pits — no matter how much Gang Qi he infused, it was never enough.
    

    

    
      To others, it seemed like his Gang Qi was inexhaustible. Over ten days had passed, and yet he hadn’t run out.
    

    

    
      Only Chen Ming knew that his Gang Qi was nearly depleted.
    

    

    
      【Level: 67】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 440000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Layer – Perfection), Five Elements True Art (Incomplete) (Sixth Layer – 1683000/2400000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), Vermilion Bird Sword Technique (Mastery), Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens (Third Layer – 1322/300000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Disguise Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      With his remaining points, he could only level up once more. That meant he could last around five more days at most.
    

    

    
      If they didn’t recover by then, he would be out of options.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was currently studying the Nine Suns Divine Containment. Since he couldn’t move his hands, he had someone make a stand to hold his books.
    

    

    
      When he wanted to flip a page, he used Gang Qi. This was a true test of precision control.
    

    

    
      When Qiuxiang came by to deliver food, she brought up a matter. “Young Master, a young man from your residence is investigating us.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming became intrigued and asked, “What kind of young man?”
    

    

    
      “Around seventeen or eighteen, looks quite valiant and spirited...”
    

    

    
      From that description, he immediately knew who it was — only Hong Zilin matched that age.
    

    

    
      “It’s him, huh.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt quite pleased. That little boy who once acted like a little adult had grown up and was now able to share some of the family’s burdens.
    

    

    
      Back when he was at home, Hong Zilin was mature for his age but focused solely on martial arts, rarely concerning himself with other matters. In the months since he left, the kid had clearly gained experience.
    

    

    
      He said, “It’s fine. Let’s see how far he can investigate.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Two more days passed. Chen Ming’s Gang Qi was once again depleted, and he had no choice but to add points and level up.
    

    

    
      【Level: 68】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 200000】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Layer – Perfection), Five Elements True Art (Incomplete) (Sixth Layer – 1923000/2400000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), Vermilion Bird Sword Technique (Mastery), Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens (Third Layer – 1322/300000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Disguise Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s depleted Gang Qi was fully restored, and he returned to peak condition.
    

    

    
      He glanced at the panel — just forty thousand more experience points, and he could level up again.
    

    

    
      “Where can I get forty thousand experience points?”
    

    

    
      As he pondered, Yu Haitang suddenly asked, “How did you do it?”
    

    

    
      “Huh?” His thoughts were interrupted. He looked up and saw her turned slightly toward him, eyes full of curiosity.
    

    

    
      “Your Gang Qi was clearly depleted, yet suddenly, it’s full again and vibrant. This is the seventh time!” Yu Haitang stared intently at him, full of doubt.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew it was nearly impossible to hide anything from these two women in such a situation.
    

    

    
      He replied seriously, “You really want to know?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “No harm in telling you. I obtained a secret art before, called the Blood-Burning Method. By paying a certain price, I can restore my True Qi to peak state. As for the price — just ten years off my lifespan.”
    

    

    
      “You’re lying.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang coldly stated, “I’ve never heard of such a secret art.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming feigned shock. “Ah? You saw through me? Was my acting really that bad?”
    

    

    
      “If you don’t want to say it, fine.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang turned away, seemingly annoyed.
    

    

    
      Just then, Chen Ming felt a surge of Gang Origin from within Su Zhi Ning’s body. It pushed his hand away. He was first startled, then delighted. “Miss Su, you’ve recovered?”
    

    

    
      Yet she remained in a meditative state, silent, her breathing extremely faint.
    

    

    
      He placed his palm on her back again — only to be pushed away in less than a second.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally relaxed. It seemed she had indeed recovered well. No longer did he need to protect her heart meridian with True Qi.
    

    

    
      It hadn’t been easy — half a month of effort. He had finally pulled her back from the brink of death.
    

    

    
      Now, only Yu Haitang remained.
    

    

    
      Her complexion had greatly improved. He could sense her Gang Qi slowly recovering. As long as it grew strong enough to sustain her life, he could let go.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s burden lightened. With one hand now free, things became much easier.
    

    

    
      Just as he was feeling relieved, Qiuxiang knocked on the door. “Young Master, a Six Doors Authority officer named Du Constable seeks an audience.”
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue had finally come knocking.
    

    

    
      He said, “Let her in.”
    

    

    
      It wouldn’t be easy to hide anything from a Qingfeng City native like Du Caiyue.
    

    

    
      Before long, Qiuxiang brought Du Caiyue in.
    

    

    
      “Lord Du, long time no see.”
    

    

    
      A curtain now hung between them, separating Su Zhi Ning and Yu Haitang. With one hand now free, Chen Ming’s appearance seemed less awkward.
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue was momentarily stunned by his appearance. She instinctively glanced past the curtain and saw someone — a woman.
    

    

    
      She suddenly recalled some rumors from Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      Still, she said nothing and smiled. “Indeed, long time no see. I didn’t expect that in just half a year, the young man I met back then would now be the renowned sixth on the Azure Cloud Ranking — Chen Erlang Jun.”
    

    

    
      The last time they met had only been half a year ago.
    

    

    
      “You flatter me.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Qiuxiang served the tea.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “What brings Lord Du here today?”
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue glanced at the woman behind the curtain, then gritted her teeth and said, “Have you heard of Bliss Island?”
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      Bliss Island?
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming heard Du Caiyue mention this place, he was somewhat surprised.
    

    

    
      She was a Fifth Grade Constable of the Six Doors Authority, so it wasn't strange for her to know the base of the Red Sea Lord. But why did she come specifically to ask him?
    

    

    
      Could it be a test?
    

    

    
      He cautiously said, “I've heard a little about it. May I ask why Lord Du brought it up?”
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue said solemnly, “There is something I’d like to ask.”
    

    

    
      “Lord Du flatters me. I wouldn’t dare claim to be worthy of such words.”
    

    

    
      “If a complete stranger gave you a body movement manual that’s rare in the entire world, would that be considered a favor?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming's expression became serious, and he nodded. “Naturally, a favor as weighty as a mountain.”
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue asked again, “If that person, worried about your safety, secretly protected you during a long journey, would that be a favor?”
    

    

    
      “Naturally.”
    

    

    
      “What if that person even gave you the cultivation manual you needed most?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed. “That would be a favor of passing down the Way!”
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue looked him straight in the eye. “Now, that benefactor is trapped in danger. What do you intend to do?”
    

    

    
      “Even if it’s a mountain of blades or a sea of fire, I, Chen, will go all out to rescue her.”
    

    

    
      “Remember your words.” Du Caiyue continued transmitting her voice, “If you can reach Third Grade within half a year, come find me. I’ll tell you how to go to Bliss Island.”
    

    

    
      With that, she rose to leave.
    

    

    
      “Lord Du.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming called out, “What if I can’t do it?”
    

    

    
      Du Caiyue’s voice came from outside the door, “Then it is her fate...”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming scratched his head. Du Caiyue’s words made him understand many things.
    

    

    
      So Du Caiyue, the Fifth Grade Constable of the Six Doors Authority, was in league with that mysterious woman in red.
    

    

    
      Thinking back, it was indeed after exchanging cultivation methods with Du Caiyue that the woman in red appeared shortly after.
    

    

    
      At the same time, many new doubts arose in his heart.
    

    

    
      Since the woman in red knew it was dangerous, why did she return to Bliss Island?
    

    

    
      Why didn’t she ask him for help herself, and instead had Du Caiyue deliver the message, risking exposure?
    

    

    
      “I’ve heard a bit about Bliss Island.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Yu Haitang suddenly spoke. “That’s a famous immortal mountain overseas.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Immortal mountain?”
    

    

    
      But Yu Haitang fell silent again.
    

    

    
      “Qiuxiang.”
    

    

    
      He called Qiuxiang in and asked, “Do you know of Bliss Island?”
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang replied, “During the previous dynasty, it was said that there were three immortal mountains overseas, and Bliss Island was one of them. Back then, the Tyrant Emperor of the previous dynasty sought immortality and sent three experts at the Celestial Being level far overseas to search for the three immortal mountains. In the end, Penglai and Yingzhou were destroyed, but Bliss Island remained elusive.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recalled that when he read history books, there was indeed a section where the Tyrant Emperor sent three thousand ships overseas in search of the elixir of immortality.
    

    

    
      This part of the record felt too familiar, so he hadn’t paid much attention to it.
    

    

    
      He asked, “And then?”
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang said, “Later, that fleet wandered to the extreme north and got lost for a time. Twenty years later, when they returned, the dynasty had already changed. In the end, the fleet split into three groups—one submitted to the new dynasty, one returned to the ocean, and one settled on an island and built a city.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, “Why haven’t I read about this in the books?”
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang explained, “Because it involves the Southern Dynasty. Naturally, it wouldn’t be in the official histories.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally knew that there was a Southern Dynasty in the south.
    

    

    
      In this world, the landscape was actually divided into three powers. Besides the Southern Dynasty, there was also a Western Dynasty. The Great Jin held the largest territory, occupying the most prime regions and considered itself the legitimate regime.
    

    

    
      Thus, not only did the official histories not acknowledge the other two minor courts, the authorities also strictly controlled public discussion. Anyone who defied the rule would be executed.
    

    

    
      Of course, after several hundred years, this prohibition was rarely enforced anymore.
    

    

    
      Moreover, due to the severing of transport, the Great Jin, the Southern Dynasty, and the Western Dynasty had had almost no contact for centuries. And because of the geographical distance, no one talked about those two places anymore.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only knew that the two splintered regimes had small territories, merely the size of two provinces, and were located in remote areas.
    

    

    
      In his mind, they were akin to some Southeast Asian countries from his previous life.
    

    

    
      He then asked another topic of interest, “So what kind of realm is the Celestial Being Realm? Is it above the Divine Repository Realm?”
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang answered, “As for the exact realm, this maid is unclear. But above the Divine Repository Realm should be the Origin Embryo Realm. Beyond that, this maid cannot say.”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      “It’s said that the previous dynasty was overthrown precisely because those three Celestial Being-level experts were not in court.”
    

    

    
      Got it—that meant they were nation-stabilizing experts.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded and asked, “That group that settled on an island and built a city—is it still around?”
    

    

    
      “Naturally, they are. That’s the World’s Number One City.”
    

    

    
      He said in surprise, “You mean the World’s Number One City where the Number One Under Heaven in Swordsmanship resides?”
    

    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, he gained a new understanding of the weight of a Celestial Being-level expert.
    

    

    
      Among the various rankings at the World’s Number One Tower, the Heaven Ranking and the so-called Sword Saint Ranking were both topped by the same person—the City Lord of the World’s Number One City.
    

    

    
      It was said that this Number One Under Heaven had held that position for over a hundred years, widely acknowledged as the top expert in the world.
    

    

    
      The World’s Number One City, strictly speaking, did not belong to the Great Jin, nor the other two dynasties. It was an independent, neutral city beyond the three nations.
    

    

    
      Being able to remain independent for five hundred years without being annexed by any of the three nations showed just how powerful that Celestial Being-level expert was.
    

    

    
      Over the centuries, the city had naturally become the gateway for interaction among the three nations, and through this development, it had become the World’s Number One City of today.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Several days passed, and Yu Haitang’s complexion improved day by day.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s aura, on the other hand, grew weaker and weaker, to the point of nearly vanishing. Her life force seemed on the verge of disappearing completely.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming guessed she was using some kind of secret art to heal, but he couldn’t help feeling worried.
    

    

    
      “That’s the Awakening Spring Art.” Yu Haitang saw the concern on his face and snorted lightly. “An ultimate secret art passed down from ancient times by the Heaven's Path Alliance. At the brink of death, it gathers all the body's Qi to conceal from Heaven and Earth, not only preserving life, but even triggering a transformation. Once she wakes, she’ll be reborn, her strength greatly enhanced.”
    

    

    
      The unspoken meaning was: You don’t need to worry about her.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming praised, “Miss, you are truly knowledgeable and well-read.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was about to speak, when suddenly Qiuxiang knocked and entered. She swallowed her words.
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang handed over a brocade pouch. “This was quietly sent over by someone.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened it, took out a slip of paper and glanced at it. His expression instantly turned solemn. He then exhaled a burst of Gang Qi, reducing the note to powder.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang asked, “What happened?”
    

    

    
      He said in a deep voice, “A Red Robe has arrived at the Six Doors Authority.”
    

    

    
      A glint of excitement flashed in her eyes. “So they’ve come…”
    

    

    
      Red Robe, in the Six Doors Authority, represented above First Grade—noble beyond words, with strength that was unfathomably powerful, a peak expert.
    

    

    
      The news of the Eternal Life False Tomb had so quickly alarmed such a peak expert.
    

    

    
      As long as a Red Robe from the Six Doors Authority made a move, the peak experts within Jiangzhou would likely not remain idle—especially those old monsters whose lifespans were nearing the end.
    

    

    
      Since their days were numbered anyway, they might as well make one desperate gamble—for a chance at immortality.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, on the other hand, was thinking. This note was likely sent by someone on Du Caiyue’s orders.
    

    

    
      The Red Robe from the Six Doors Authority would certainly know that Shang Jianfei had always been in the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion. A little deduction would make it clear that it was the key to the Eternal Life False Tomb.
    

    

    
      “It’s finally happening?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought inwardly. He looked at Yu Haitang and asked, “How’s your injury?”
    

    

    
      She replied, “Still not there yet.”
    

    

    
      He reminded her, “I don’t have much time left.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang sneered, “You can try letting go. If I die, you won’t live either.”
    

    

    
      Just then, footsteps sounded outside the door, followed by a pleasant voice, “Enough with the dying talk. You both must live well.”
    

    

    
      Lady Yu, dressed in green palace robes, pushed the door open and entered. Seeing her niece’s pale face with a hint of red, she smiled. “Once you’re fully recovered, I’ll host the wedding and marry you off in grand style.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. Why was she still bringing that up?
    

    

    
      Was she serious?
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang asked curiously, “Why are you here?”
    

    

    
      Lady Yu walked over, checked her pulse, and whispered, “Your uncle came too.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming couldn’t help but think: Don’t tell me the Cangyue Sect has sent all their top experts?
    

    

    
      Even the Sect Master came.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang reminded her, “That’s a path to death. With the Cangyue Sect’s strength, even if they obtain the Method of Immortality, can they keep it?”
    

    

    
      Among the four major sects, the Cangyue Sect ranked last. Though their overall strength rivaled the other three, their top-tier power was too weak.
    

    

    
      In this world, high-end strength determined a power’s standing.
    

    

    
      Lady Yu held her hand and said, “You don’t need to worry about that. Just focus on healing. Recovering as soon as possible is the proper course.”
    

    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang suddenly said, “You just said you’re arranging a wedding for us. Did you ask her?”
    

    

    
      She was referring to Su Zhi Ning lying on the bed.
    

    

    
      Lady Yu nonchalantly said, “Let Young Master Chen marry her too.”
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at her in shock. Was she really that open-minded?
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang sneered, “Do you know who she is?”
    

    

    
      Lady Yu said unconcernedly, “The Heaven's Path Alliance doesn’t forbid marriage. If she wants to marry, her elders won’t stop her. However, she is a true disciple of the Heaven's Path Alliance. I doubt she’d be willing to serve one husband alongside another woman. Young Master Chen, I’m afraid you won’t have that fortune.”
    

    

    
      Only now did Chen Ming understand. Good heavens—she was using this tactic to get Su Zhi Ning to withdraw voluntarily. And throwing barbs, clearly assuming disciples of the Heaven's Path Alliance were uncompetitive types.
    

    

    
      Truly outrageous…
    

    

    
      Eh?
    

    

    
      Oh right, he and Su Zhi Ning weren’t in that kind of relationship to begin with.
    

    

    
      With his mind in a jumble, Chen Ming saw Yu Haitang fall silent and quickly said, “Madam flatters me. I dare not claim to be worthy of Miss Yu…”
    

    

    
      Lady Yu smiled at him. “Young Master Chen is too modest. If E’niang marries you, that would be her blessing. I do have an eye for people.”
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      Lady Yu did not give Chen Ming the chance to refuse at all. After she finished speaking, she gave Yu Haitang a few more instructions, then left directly.
    

    

    
      He asked Yu Haitang in confusion, “Why does your aunt insist on marrying you to me? With your qualities, even marrying a royal prince wouldn’t be an issue.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang replied softly, “You’ve probably heard that when I was born, a half-immortal divined my fate and gave a prophecy about the Seven-Star Begonia, haven’t you?”
    

    

    
      “Just because of that?”
    

    

    
      Seeing his reaction, Yu Haitang realized he had no idea how significant that half-immortal was.
    

    

    
      She said in a calm tone, “Since I could remember, any man who got too close to me would soon encounter misfortune.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately became curious, “What kind of misfortune? Death? How close is considered too close? How long does it take to trigger?”
    

    

    
      A string of questions left Yu Haitang stunned. She stared blankly at him, “You… you’re not afraid?”
    

    

    
      “Of course I’m afraid,” Chen Ming replied seriously. “That’s why I need to figure out how this misfortune is triggered, so I can find a way to avoid it.”
    

    

    
      Curses like this were the hardest to guard against. Claiming not to be afraid would be a lie.
    

    

    
      Then he recalled something. “Right, that Ji Qianxing follows you around often. Why hasn’t anything happened to him?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang sneered, “Because he never comes within three feet of me. As for you, the fact that you’re still alive is already surprising. Aunt must think you have a tough life, that’s why she insists on you marrying me.”
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming thought about it, it did seem true. Every time he saw Ji Qianxing, the man always kept a certain distance from her. He had thought it was out of reverence, but it turned out this was the real reason.
    

    

    
      Even her former personal maids never got too close to her.
    

    

    
      As for him—if not for the System, he would’ve died long ago from depleted Gang Qi. Even if he survived, if Yu Haitang died, he wouldn’t have escaped death either.
    

    

    
      This curse… was no joke.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked again, “How long does it take for the effect to occur? A quarter of an hour? Or does a single moment count?”
    

    

    
      He continued asking a few more questions, but Yu Haitang turned her back to him and ignored him.
    

    

    
      It felt like she was a little angry. He didn’t know which question might have triggered her.
    

    

    
      Next, Chen Ming called Qiuxiang over and instructed, “Go and bring Hong Zilin here.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      These past few days, Hong Zilin had been frequently going to the Chen Residence, feeling uneasy.
    

    

    
      The vast Chen Residence—his lord didn’t know martial arts; the guard Gu Junrong was just a mere guard; the strongest ones, Wu and Liu, were ignorant of worldly matters; and Chunxiang and Xiaxiang were merely womenfolk…
    

    

    
      In the end, only he could worry about these things.
    

    

    
      When Hong Zilin was informed and saw a charming maid, he immediately recognized her as someone from the neighboring house. He asked cautiously, “Young lady, what business do you have with me?”
    

    

    
      The maid replied, “My young master has something to discuss with you.”
    

    

    
      This played right into Hong Zilin’s hands—an excellent chance to probe into the mysterious household. He agreed immediately.
    

    

    
      He had looked into them before and found that the family next door also had the surname Chen and came from Jiangzhou City. But nothing else was known—since moving in, they had never left the residence, appearing extremely secretive.
    

    

    
      In contrast, the grandfather and grandson next door on the other side were much more normal.
    

    

    
      Soon, Hong Zilin followed the charming maid into the house next door and asked, “May I know your name, young lady?”
    

    

    
      “Your servant Qiuxiang.”
    

    

    
      He smiled, “What a coincidence. I know two ladies whose names are very similar—Chunxiang and Xiaxiang.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so?” Qiuxiang covered her mouth and laughed.
    

    

    
      Seizing the chance, Hong Zilin asked, “May I know what your young master wants from me?”
    

    

    
      “You’ll know when you meet him—here we are.”
    

    

    
      Qiuxiang led him into a courtyard in the rear residence and announced from outside the door, “Young master, he’s here.”
    

    

    
      A voice came from the room, “Mm, you may leave now.”
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin’s first reaction was—why did this voice sound so familiar? Then he heard a familiar call, “Zilin, why are you still standing there? Come in.”
    

    

    
      Hong Zilin was overwhelmed with surprise and blurted out, “Martial Uncle?”
    

    

    
      He stepped forward and pushed open the door, only to see his Martial Uncle Chen Ming sitting inside. Overcome with emotion, he exclaimed, “It really is you! Martial Uncle, why didn’t you go home when you returned?”
    

    

    
      After the excitement came confusion.
    

    

    
      As soon as he asked, he sensed something was off—there were others in the room.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was sitting beside a curtain, his left hand reaching inside it. Someone was clearly sitting beside him. Though only a faint silhouette was visible, Hong Zilin could tell it was a woman.
    

    

    
      He was dumbfounded. “Martial Uncle, this is…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “It’s a long story. I’ll explain it to you later. I called you here because I need you to do something.”
    

    

    
      Sensing the seriousness, Hong Zilin suppressed his questions. “Martial Uncle, please instruct me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming began instructing, “I’ll give you a letter. After returning, deliver it to my elder brother…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The letter was simple. It stated that Chen Ming had consulted an expert in Jiangzhou City, who advised that the ancestral grave needed to be renovated this year. Moreover, his elder brother’s whole family must be present.
    

    

    
      As expected, early the next morning, Chen Rui left Qingfeng City with his entire family and returned to their hometown.
    

    

    
      Just as they exited the city gate, they encountered a squad of Six Doors Authority constables. Traveling together, they escorted the family all the way home.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the same time, Chen Ming sent Qiuxiang with the token to Shang’an Trading Company.
    

    

    
      Soon after, a middle-aged woman returned with Qiuxiang. Upon seeing Su Zhi Ning’s condition, a murderous glint flashed in her eyes. “Who hurt her?”
    

    

    
      The killing intent made Chen Ming’s heart race. He quickly explained, “It’s a long story…”
    

    

    
      Then, as her icy gaze swept over him, he felt a chill scalp-deep. “A Third Grade expert tried to kill me. She forcibly broke through and her Gang Origin spiraled out of control, causing her meridians to rupture.”
    

    

    
      Just from his brief explanation, the woman grasped the severity of the situation. With a trace of emotion, she said, “She’s still alive after sustaining such a heavy injury?”
    

    

    
      《Awakening Spring Art》 was indeed an extraordinary secret art, but it had its limits. With ruptured meridians, it couldn’t be activated.
    

    

    
      Logically, she should have been beyond saving.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “This junior had no choice but to trouble Senior to come. I beg you to take good care of her.”
    

    

    
      The woman gave him a deep look and said no more, then left with Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      Once Su Zhi Ning was gone, only Chen Ming and Yu Haitang remained in the room.
    

    

    
      He said, “Since you know so many secrets, you should understand what I’m about to face. You don’t seem worried at all?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang replied lazily, “What’s the use of worrying?”
    

    

    
      He said, “I won’t last much longer.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t you have that 《Blood Ignition Art》?”
    

    

    
      He sighed, “To be honest with you, my lifespan is already overdrawn. I have less than ten years left. I can’t use that secret art anymore.”
    

    

    
      “You think I’ll believe that?”
    

    

    
      “If the young lady doesn’t believe me, there’s nothing I can do—”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a thunderous voice echoed like a clap of thunder from the sky, growing clearer with every word, “Chen—Ming—come—quickly—”
    

    

    
      “This is—”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked up.
    

    

    
      A gleam of excitement flashed in Yu Haitang’s eyes. “This is the Thousand Mile Transmission Art. Only those at the Divine Repository Realm can use it.”
    

    

    
      He took a deep breath and said, “It’s Senior Shang. I must go.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang looked at him and said calmly, “If you let go of me now, I’ll die.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “You should know how dangerous that place is.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, “The longer you delay, the more danger your family and friends will be in. Those people will stop at nothing to find you. If they can’t find you, they’ll go after your family, your friends…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew she was right. Senior Shang’s roar had thrust him straight into the spotlight.
    

    

    
      He wasted no more time. Saying, “Pardon me,” he carried Yu Haitang in his arms, grabbed the “Mingfeng Sword” with his other hand, and leapt out the window.
    

    

    
      “Master Chen!”
    

    

    
      Behind him, came the voice of that Mister Wang.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gave no reply. Activating 《Phoenix Dances Across the Nine Heavens》, he flew gracefully over the rooftops, vanishing from Mister Wang’s sight in a blink.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang wrapped both arms around Chen Ming’s neck. Her bright, deep eyes stared at his face, filled with complex emotions.
    

    

    
      At first, she hadn’t believed that 《Blood Ignition Art》 nonsense. Sacrificing ten years of lifespan to instantly restore True Qi and return to peak state? It sounded absurd.
    

    

    
      But now, she was shocked to discover that Chen Ming’s cultivation was incredibly profound, nothing like someone who had just broken through to Fourth Grade.
    

    

    
      His Gang Qi cultivation was on par with hers.
    

    

    
      That sent a chill through Yu Haitang’s heart.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had just broken through to Fourth Grade, and since then, had spent his time healing Su Zhi Ning and her—without time to cultivate. Yet his strength had surged?
    

    

    
      It made no sense.
    

    

    
      She had been at Fourth Grade for three years, refining her Gang Qi to its peak.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only took half a month.
    

    

    
      There was only one possibility: he had told the truth.
    

    

    
      The true effect of 《Blood Ignition Art》 was to exchange lifespan for cultivation.
    

    

    
      No wonder his strength increased so rapidly.
    

    

    
      No wonder he seemed to have no bottlenecks…
    

    

    
      In an instant, Yu Haitang understood many things.
    

    

    
      “Chen—Ming—”
    

    

    
      Once again, the thunderous voice echoed across the sky, majestic and soul-shaking, drawing countless people into the streets, searching for its source.
    

    

    
      Many knowledgeable martial artists realized what was happening and rushed toward the voice.
    

    

    
      Along the way, Chen Ming saw many martial artists—nearly all of them Fourth Grade and above.
    

    

    
      Fourth Grade ones, like him, leapt from rooftop to rooftop.
    

    

    
      Those above Third Grade flew as if riding the wind, feet not touching the ground.
    

    

    
      Before long, the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion was already in sight. Many people had stopped outside, seemingly blocked from proceeding further.
    

    

    

  Chapter 186: Gathering of Experts

    
      Chapter 186: Gathering of Experts
    

    

    
      On the other side of the Chen Residence, Tao Zhiquan, who was sitting in the courtyard smoking a dry tobacco pipe, slowly raised his head when he heard the call, and looked in the direction of the voice with a somewhat dazed expression.
    

    

    
      A moment later, his granddaughter Tao Fang ran out, asking excitedly, “Grandfather, has the False Tomb been opened?”
    

    

    
      The legend of the Eternal Life Emperor’s False Tomb had circulated for thousands of years. It held immense allure for everyone.
    

    

    
      Tao Zhiquan shook his head, indicating he wasn’t sure.
    

    

    
      Tao Fang asked again, “Grandfather, will that thief show up?”
    

    

    
      “He definitely will.”
    

    

    
      This time, Tao Zhiquan’s tone was very firm.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “They're here!”
    

    

    
      In a luxurious garden within the city, Jiang Shihua lifted his head excitedly and looked toward the source of the sound. “Sixth Great-Uncle, is this—”
    

    

    
      As he turned his head, he found that Sixth Great-Uncle was already gone.
    

    

    
      “Where is he?”
    

    

    
      Standing nearby, Uncle Fu replied, “He already rushed over.”
    

    

    
      “Sigh!”
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua felt somewhat frustrated. He had wanted to ask Sixth Great-Uncle to take him to witness the event. After all, this was the Eternal Life Emperor’s False Tomb—surely experts would be gathering.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Sixth Great-Uncle had no intention of bringing him along.
    

    

    
      Uncle Fu reminded him, “Young Master, this place is not safe to stay in for long.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Shihua naturally understood how dangerous this place was. Without Sixth Great-Uncle by his side, he couldn’t guarantee his safety if he stayed. So he stood up and said, “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The entire Qingfeng City descended into chaos amid the repeated cries of “Chen Ming, come quickly.”
    

    

    
      People like Jiang Shihua, who had self-awareness, were already packing up and fleeing.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, a large group of martial artists seeking fortune in danger were rushing toward the source of the sound.
    

    

    
      The majority left were clueless civilians, trying to figure out what was happening.
    

    

    
      At this moment, outside the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion, over a hundred martial artists had gathered. They all stood one zhang away from the outer wall, none daring to step forward.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming arrived, carrying Yu Haitang in his arms, he immediately understood why no one dared approach.
    

    

    
      As he got closer, he could feel a terrifying pressure enveloping the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      By the wall lay over a dozen corpses, without any visible injuries, appearing to have died peacefully.
    

    

    
      These people must have died while trying to force their way in—a silent but deadly warning.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s arrival drew many gazes, especially since he was carrying a woman in broad daylight, and at such a critical moment. Naturally, it caught people’s attention.
    

    

    
      He ignored them and walked straight to the front gate, loudly calling out, “Senior Shang, I’m here.”
    

    

    
      With a creak, the gate opened on its own.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he felt the pressure ease and stepped inside.
    

    

    
      Those outside, seeing this, wanted to follow. Ultimately, only the two fastest managed to enter. The rest, who were a moment too slow, died outside.
    

    

    
      “Thanks, little brother.”
    

    

    
      One of them thanked Chen Ming after entering and then sped ahead to explore the interior.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After entering the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion, Chen Ming felt a strange heaviness in his heart. He suddenly looked down at Yu Haitang and said, “If anything happens to me, please take care of my family.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang replied, “What makes you think that if you die, I’ll survive?”
    

    

    
      “I know you're no ordinary person. Since you dared to come, you must have confidence.”
    

    

    
      “Even so, why should I take care of your family?”
    

    

    
      “…I was presumptuous.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said no more and continued walking toward where Senior Shang was.
    

    

    
      Seeing his demeanor, Yu Haitang felt a tinge of regret in her heart. What she wanted to ask was, “What am I to you?” But when the words reached her lips, they turned into something else.
    

    

    
      As the courtyard drew nearer, she suddenly said, “You’re not allowed to die.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “If I can help it, of course I don’t want to die.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, he stepped into the courtyard.
    

    

    
      As expected, many people were already inside.
    

    

    
      The most eye-catching was a middle-aged man in a bright red robe—the official uniform of the Six Doors Authority. He must be the Red Robe of the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Beside him stood a radiant young woman in palace attire, exuding natural nobility.
    

    

    
      Nearby were three Third Grade Inspectors in golden robes—Zhao Shouchang was among them.
    

    

    
      What shocked Chen Ming the most was the green-robed Seventh Grade Patrol Envoy nearby—Zhuang Xiaotian.
    

    

    
      “What is he doing here?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The second group also had familiar faces—Madam Yu was there, with a heroic man standing beside her, likely Ling Qiyang, Sect Master of the Cangyue Sect.
    

    

    
      Aside from the two, there was also a white-haired elder.
    

    

    
      When Madam Yu saw Chen Ming and Yu Haitang, she was quite surprised, but her composure was deep, and she managed to hold back from calling out.
    

    

    
      The third group consisted of several black-clad individuals, exuding a very unpleasant aura.
    

    

    
      The leader was tall, with crimson eyes that sent a chill down Chen Ming’s spine with just a glance.
    

    

    
      Blood Demon Sect!
    

    

    
      He was very familiar with that aura—after all, he had seen part of the 《Blood Demon Scripture》. He immediately recognized where these people were from.
    

    

    
      “If it’s the Blood Demon Sect, could he be here too?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming instantly thought of Deng Ziyang. With a sweeping glance, he noticed one person whose figure resembled Deng Ziyang’s.
    

    

    
      However, that person’s cold gaze made it hard for Chen Ming to be certain.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      While Chen Ming was observing the people present, they were also scrutinizing him and the woman in his arms.
    

    

    
      One elder, with hair and beard standing on end, loudly said, “Shang Jianfei, Yuan Zhixing, this little fellow is the one you’re all waiting for? His cultivation is a bit weak, but his conduct rather reminds me of myself in my youth.”
    

    

    
      An old woman holding a dragon-head cane snorted, “Rash and shameless, ruining a woman’s purity. He deserves death!”
    

    

    
      Clearly, the old woman had past grievances with the elder.
    

    

    
      But no one knew who these two were.
    

    

    
      There were seven groups in total. It was obvious that a terrifying melee was imminent.
    

    

    
      As a mere Fourth Grade Martial Artist, how could he possibly survive such a situation?
    

    

    
      That was the question.
    

    

    
      Finally, Shang Jianfei’s voice rang out, “Chen Ming, come over here.”
    

    

    
      The voice came from inside the house.
    

    

    
      Under the gaze of all seven groups, Chen Ming, carrying Yu Haitang, walked step by step toward the door he had once entered before.
    

    

    
      Even as he walked into the room, no one made a move to stop him.
    

    

    
      At the deepest part of the room, Shang Jianfei sat facing a white-robed, handsome middle-aged man. Around them circled two strands of power—one blue, one white.
    

    

    
      Indeed, it was magic power.
    

    

    
      It was said that once a martial artist broke through to the Divine Repository Realm, their Gang Origin would transform into magic power, granting them incredible, supernatural abilities.
    

    

    
      That white-robed middle-aged man must be Su Zhi Ning’s master. From what the white-haired elder said earlier, he seemed to be called Yuan Zhixing.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was slightly surprised. “Wasn’t he a First Grade? When did he break through to the Divine Repository Realm?”
    

    

    
      He said, “Senior Shang, I’ve come to fulfill the promise I made—with you back then.”
    

    

    
      He nearly said “back in the day,” though it hadn’t even been a full year since he made the promise to Shang Jianfei.
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei opened his eyes and looked at him with a complicated gaze. “You really surprise me. You’ve reached Fourth Grade so quickly.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had heard this too many times to feel anything. He replied, “What does Senior want me to do?”
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei’s expression turned solemn. “Do you know that beneath the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion lies a massive fire vein? Once awakened, lava will erupt from underground and engulf the entire Qingfeng City.
    

    

    
      “Originally, this fire vein was sealed with immense magic power. But something went wrong back then, and the seal began to loosen. This sin was caused by me. So I’ve stayed here all these years, doing my best to delay the fire vein’s eruption, to avoid mass destruction.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming couldn’t help but suck in a breath. To be honest, this was beyond what he had imagined.
    

    

    
      So it turned out Shang Jianfei wasn’t just a love-struck fool—he had a compassionate heart, using over twenty years to suppress the fire vein alone.
    

    

    
      Then again, why build a city on top of a volcano?
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei continued, “However, since the beginning of this year, the fire vein has become more active and harder to suppress. Even with Brother Yuan here, the two of us together can barely manage.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked in confusion, “If even seniors like you are struggling, what can a low-level martial artist like me do?”
    

    

    
      Yuan Zhixing replied, “Have you heard of the Eternal Life False Tomb?”
    

    

    
      He nodded. “I’ve heard a little.”
    

    

    
      Yuan Zhixing said, “Back then, it was the Eternal Life Emperor who used great magic power to seal the fire vein, and ordered a family to guard it for generations. That family’s cultivation method was precisely the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 you now practice. Later, the family inevitably declined, and the secret leaked. Eventually, it fell into the hands of the Sea-Calming King.
    

    

    
      “It turns out that the Eternal Life Emperor used a cave dwelling to seal the fire vein, continuously absorbing its power and converting it into pure fire essence. After ten thousand years, the fire vein’s power would be completely dissipated.
    

    

    
      “There’s a key detail: someone must enter the cave dwelling at intervals to retrieve the condensed fire essence. But after the last person who mastered the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 died more than twenty years ago, no one has entered the cave since.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming finally understood. “So, the two seniors want me to go into the cave and retrieve the fire essence?”
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei nodded. “That’s right. As long as the fire essence is extracted and condensed into a Fire Essence Pearl, the cave can continue functioning and absorbing the fire vein’s power. The crisis will be resolved.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. All those people outside came for the key to the Eternal Life Emperor’s False Tomb. If they don’t find it, they won’t let it go.”
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei replied, “That key is inside the cave. If they want it, let them try to take it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked curiously, “Why are you so sure the key is still in the cave? Even if the Sea-Calming King didn’t take it, couldn’t someone from that old family have taken it back then?”
    

    

    

  Chapter 187: Dual Cultivation

    
      Chapter 187: Dual Cultivation
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei explained, "That cave dwelling has built-in restrictions. It can only be opened by someone who has cultivated the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》. Moreover, experts above the Divine Repository Realm cannot enter it."
    

    

    
      "The key is hidden in the very core. However, anyone who has cultivated the 《Blazing Sun Divine Art》 cannot approach it. According to the Sea-Calming King’s estimations, it requires the combined effort of three First Grade experts to retrieve the key."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming immediately understood—it was clearly a design laid out by the Eternal Life Emperor.
    

    

    
      Speaking of which, what kind of technology was used to construct that cave dwelling?
    

    

    
      Not only did it come with built-in Gang Qi authentication and intelligent restrictions, but it had also remained functional for thousands of years without damage.
    

    

    
      For the current Great Jin Dynasty, this was undoubtedly high-end alien technology.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought that the power ceiling of this world likely far exceeded the bounds of martial arts.
    

    

    
      He asked, "I see. Then, how do I open that cave dwelling?"
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei finally turned his gaze to the woman in his arms. "This trip is fraught with danger. Are you really going to bring her along?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at Yu Haitang, who was pretending to be unconscious with her eyes closed, and replied, "I have my reasons for bringing her."
    

    

    
      "Very well."
    

    

    
      Seeing that, Shang Jianfei didn’t speak further and beckoned him over.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped forward. When he took the fourth step, it was as if he had passed through a membrane. A wave of intense heat surged from the ground as if flames were burning beneath his feet.
    

    

    
      He felt like the soles of his shoes were melting.
    

    

    
      The temperature here was at least seventy to eighty degrees. If not for the fact that his cultivation method was inherently fire-based, he might not have been able to endure it.
    

    

    
      He had been slightly doubtful of what the two had said earlier, but now he no longer had any doubts. There must truly be a fire vein underground, about to erupt.
    

    

    
      Shang Jianfei said, "Do you see that black stone? Place your hand on it and inject your true qi."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already noticed the black stone between the two of them.
    

    

    
      Just then, with a loud boom—
    

    

    
      The entire house was lifted into the air by an invisible force. Dozens of people from outside rushed in and surrounded the four of them.
    

    

    
      Judging by their appearance, they were waiting for Chen Ming to open the cave dwelling so they could rush in and snatch the key immediately.
    

    

    
      Under everyone’s watchful gaze, Chen Ming extended his hand and pressed it against the black stone, infusing it with the true qi of the 《Primordial Fire True Art》.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the black stone emitted a faint glow.
    

    

    
      He felt as though the stone had life—it was like a container that continuously absorbed his true qi. Within moments, the glow intensified.
    

    

    
      After injecting about thirty percent of his true qi, the stone seemed to ignite. With a rumble, the ground cracked open, revealing a pitch-black entrance.
    

    

    
      "Why is no one going in?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming waited for a while. Seeing that no one moved, he was puzzled. He had expected a mad rush, but no one made a move.
    

    

    
      Then, a hoarse voice rang out, "Young Master Chen, please go ahead."
    

    

    
      Only then did Chen Ming realize that they were waiting for him to enter first to test the way.
    

    

    
      Fair enough, these people were indeed cautious. No wonder they were from powerful forces.
    

    

    
      He believed that everyone who had entered must have had a Divine Repository Realm expert leading them. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have made it this far.
    

    

    
      Having such an expert in command already signified a top-tier force in any province.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said nothing. He gripped the “Soaring Phoenix Sword,” glanced at Shang Jianfei and Yuan Zhixing, and said, "This junior is going in."
    

    

    
      Then, with a light leap, he jumped into the pitch-black entrance.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Hot!
    

    

    
      So hot!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt like he had entered a furnace. The surrounding air was like burning flames, and his clothes were on the verge of being scorched.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he felt as if he had returned to a womb—the flames were like amniotic fluid, continuously nourishing him. His true qi surged with joy, recovering at dozens of times the usual rate.
    

    

    
      It felt amazing.
    

    

    
      This place was practically his home turf.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming even sensed his cultivation subtly rising. Opening his panel, he saw that the experience of the 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 increased slightly every few seconds.
    

    

    
      At this rate, he could break through to Third Grade within a few months.
    

    

    
      Just then, he heard movement behind him—others were entering.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was about to dodge aside when suddenly, a hand pressed on his shoulder, and a melodious voice rang out, "Young Master Chen, please accompany us."
    

    

    
      As she spoke, a soft light lit up in the dark—a luminous pearl.
    

    

    
      He turned and saw who had touched him and didn’t dare resist.
    

    

    
      The person wore golden robes, clearly a Third Grade Inspector from the Six Doors Authority—a minimum of Third Grade expert.
    

    

    
      The one who spoke was a radiant palace-dressed maiden, smiling gently while her eyes shifted toward Yu Haitang in his arms.
    

    

    
      If he guessed correctly, this maiden should be Princess Mingyu. Only she had the status to stand beside someone in a red robe from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noted that only two gold-robed members from Six Doors were present, plus Princess Mingyu, totaling three. Zhao Shouchang wasn’t with them.
    

    

    
      Before he could say anything, the other six factions also descended. They kept a cautious distance, taking out various light sources to illuminate the cave.
    

    

    
      These seven groups remained highly vigilant of each other yet restrained. Clearly, no one intended to start a fight before the key was found.
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Ming under Six Doors’ control, the other six groups said nothing.
    

    

    
      "Young Master Chen, please lead the way."
    

    

    
      It was still that hoarse voice from an elder whose affiliation was unclear, though Chen Ming could feel the hostility.
    

    

    
      He said nothing, surveyed the area, and found himself in a large karst cave. Ahead lay a deep tunnel leading who knows where.
    

    

    
      He circulated his qi to recover his depleted Gang Qi and stepped forward.
    

    

    
      The golden-robed Inspector loosened his grip.
    

    

    
      Though his hand remained on Yu Haitang’s back, he no longer infused Gang Qi into her. He found it unnecessary.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was now absorbing the surrounding fire energy. Unknowingly, she had already condensed the true qi of the 《Primordial Fire True Art》 within her.
    

    

    
      This meant not only was her injury nearly healed, but she had also successfully dual-cultivated this art.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming breathed a sigh of relief. With this burden lifted, his chances of survival increased. When the opportunity arose, he would deliver her to Lady Yu...
    

    

    
      Just as he thought that, he suddenly felt a stream of true qi reverse-flow from her back into his palm’s Laogong acupoint.
    

    

    
      It was the purest wood-attribute Gang Qi.
    

    

    
      "What’s this supposed to mean?"
    

    

    
      Startled, he instantly noticed a slight difference between her wood-attribute Gang Qi and his own. Before he could study it, his fire-attribute true qi "ignited" it.
    

    

    
      That stream of true qi burned away—leaving nothing behind.
    

    

    
      No—
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly noticed the change.
    

    

    
      The resulting fire-attribute Gang Qi after the burn had become more refined and agile.
    

    

    
      "It can work like this?"
    

    

    
      He immediately understood. According to the Five Elements theory, wood generates fire. Her wood-attribute Gang Qi had triggered a subtle transformation in his own.
    

    

    
      This was essentially a form of “dual cultivation”!
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang continuously transmitted the Gang Qi of the 《Primordial Wood True Art》 to help him refine his fire-attribute Gang Qi.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at his panel again and found that the experience gain of 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 had accelerated—growing every second.
    

    

    
      In that case…
    

    

    
      He suddenly extended his right hand and intertwined his fingers with hers. With a single thought, he transferred a thread of Gang Qi from the 《Primordial Water True Art》 to her.
    

    

    
      Since wood generates fire, and water generates wood—
    

    

    
      Conveniently, he had also cultivated the 《Primordial Water True Art》.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s body shuddered, and the flow of wood-attribute Gang Qi halted, a sign of her internal shock.
    

    

    
      A few seconds later, it resumed.
    

    

    
      And so, within their bodies, a perfect cycle formed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s water Gang Qi nourished her wood Gang Qi, which in turn purified his fire Gang Qi.
    

    

    
      Their small interaction went unnoticed by others.
    

    

    
      As they ventured deeper, the surrounding fire elemental energy grew increasingly intense, forcing everyone to activate their internal energy and use Defensive Gang Qi to resist the heat.
    

    

    
      In this environment, others’ strength suffered. Only Chen Ming, who cultivated the 《Primordial Fire True Art》, felt at ease like a fish in water.
    

    

    
      After walking about two or three li, a red glow appeared ahead.
    

    

    
      Everyone paused instinctively, their pace slowing.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, however, quickened his steps. He sensed a familiar presence calling to him. The closer he got, the more active the fire-attribute Gang Qi became.
    

    

    
      At the end of the tunnel, another vast karst cave appeared. A red vine hung from the ceiling, with a bead-like fruit at its tip, glowing with red light.
    

    

    
      "Fire Origin Pearl!"
    

    

    
      Seeing the red bead, Chen Ming immediately recognized it as the Fire Origin Pearl Shang Jianfei had mentioned.
    

    

    
      It was formed by the purest fire energy condensed after absorbing the underground fire vein. His mission was to collect all such pearls and bring them out.
    

    

    
      This would allow the cave to continue absorbing fire energy and prevent future eruptions.
    

    

    
      Looking up at the red pearl, a strong desire surged in his heart—he wanted to swallow it.
    

    

    
      Soon, the others arrived and stared at the Fire Origin Pearl with varying expressions.
    

    

    
      Someone chuckled, "A bead formed of the purest fire energy—this is a treasure. Perfect for forging divine weapons."
    

    

    
      The tone was mocking, clearly hinting at the pearl’s value with bad intentions.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recognized the speaker’s voice—it was someone from the Blood Demon Sect.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the golden-robed Inspector finally spoke, "This place hasn’t been visited for over twenty years. There’s more than one Fire Origin Pearl. No need to damage harmony over it. Why not split them equally? This one shall go to Young Master Chen."
    

    

    
      "Lord Jin’s proposal is excellent."
    

    

    
      "I agree wholeheartedly."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      Thus, the proposal was accepted.
    

    

    
      Lord Jin turned to Chen Ming and said, "Young Master Chen, please proceed."
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      Letting Chen Ming go first—sounding pleasant, but in truth, it meant making him test the waters for danger.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally understood this. He immediately let go of Yu Haitang’s hand and drew the “Mingfeng Sword”. The moment he gripped the sword, he felt it trembling slightly.
    

    

    
      Clearly, this environment had excited it as well, making it grow active.
    

    

    
      The moment he unsheathed the sword, it drew quite a few curious gazes.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t obvious while still in its scabbard, but once unsheathed, its brilliance was revealed—this was actually a Peerless Divine Weapon!
    

    

    
      Most of those able to enter this place were above Third Grade in cultivation, and not everyone carried a divine weapon, let alone a Peerless Divine Weapon.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming slashed out a wave of Sword Qi, knocking down that egg-sized “Fire Origin Pearl”. After returning the sword to its scabbard, he reached out and caught the falling “Fire Origin Pearl”.
    

    

    
      The moment it touched his palm, he felt an immense, pure fire-attributed Yuan Qi within it. Just by absorbing the Qi it emitted, it merged into his Gang Qi in an instant, slightly strengthening it.
    

    

    
      “No wonder that family was willing to guard this cave residence for generations—so this was the benefit.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly understood. The “Fire Origin Pearls” produced in this cave residence were supreme treasures for those cultivating the 《Primordial Fire True Art》, capable of directly boosting one's cultivation.
    

    

    
      “Roar!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a beastly roar came from deep within the cave, echoing through the caverns.
    

    

    
      Many people’s expressions changed slightly.
    

    

    
      “Could that be the sacred beast guarding the key?”
    

    

    
      “Lord Jin, you can tell us now, right? What exactly is the sacred beast guarding the key?”
    

    

    
      Standing beside Chen Ming, Lord Jin said, “It doesn’t hurt to tell you—it’s a Fire Flood Dragon.”
    

    

    
      As soon as he said this, everyone was in uproar.
    

    

    
      “Are you kidding? A Fire Flood Dragon that has lived for thousands of years? How powerful must it be? Even if we all attacked together, we wouldn’t be its match…”
    

    

    
      “This is sending us to our deaths, isn’t it?”
    

    

    
      “Tell us, is this the Six Doors Authority’s scheme? Trying to weaken the strength of our aristocratic families and sects—what a clever ploy…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      For a moment, the crowd grew noisy.
    

    

    
      Yet the two Golden-robed Inspectors weren’t flustered at all. After the others had vented their emotions, they calmly said, “If you’re scared, you can leave now.”
    

    

    
      No one moved.
    

    

    
      Having come this far, how could they give up halfway?
    

    

    
      Especially since they hadn’t encountered real danger yet—not even a glimpse of that Fire Flood Dragon.
    

    

    
      Seeing that no one left, Lord Jin continued, “That Fire Flood Dragon may have lived for thousands of years, but it’s trapped here and has its power drained daily. Its strength remains only at the Half-Step Divine Repository Realm. With the strength of those present, killing it may be difficult, but breaking through the gate it guards and obtaining the key isn’t impossible.”
    

    

    
      “That’s all I’ll say. If you don’t believe me, then don’t follow.”
    

    

    
      With that, he headed deeper into the cave, still letting Chen Ming lead the way.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the end, only five groups followed. The Blood Demon Sect members didn’t come along.
    

    

    
      This was understandable—once a real fight broke out, the other six factions would definitely team up to eliminate the Blood Demon Sect members first.
    

    

    
      After all, they were an evil cult—naturally the focus of hatred.
    

    

    
      After traveling about another li, they arrived at a second cave chamber, where two “Fire Origin Pearls” were growing above.
    

    

    
      These two “Fire Origin Pearls” were taken by members of two different factions.
    

    

    
      Then, they moved onward.
    

    

    
      Not far ahead, everyone came to a halt.
    

    

    
      Two passages appeared ahead.
    

    

    
      After some discussion among the five groups, they decided to split up.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Then came the third cave chamber, where three “Fire Origin Pearls” were growing above—perfectly matching the three factions. One for each.
    

    

    
      Just as they finished picking the “Fire Origin Pearls”, a sudden change occurred. A loud fluttering sound came from above, and a swarm of unknown flying creatures came crashing down, wings flapping wildly as they launched a lightning-fast assault.
    

    

    
      “What the hell are these things?”
    

    

    
      “Not good—they actually possess True Yuan!”
    

    

    
      “They’re demon beasts!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The dozen or so people present instantly fell into chaos, many of them shouting in shock.
    

    

    
      Though most were above Third Grade, they found it difficult to fend off the assault of this flying horde.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming crouched immediately, gripping the “Mingfeng Sword” tightly. Only when the flying creatures drew near did he see clearly—they were giant bats. Each had a wingspan of nearly a meter and blood-red eyes.
    

    

    
      Just as one bat was about to pounce on him, a flash of Sword Intent flew in from the side and sliced through one of its fleshy wings. Losing balance, it crashed to the ground.
    

    

    
      The one who had saved him was Lord Jin.
    

    

    
      Before Chen Ming could thank him, the one-winged bat had already risen and lunged at him again.
    

    

    
      He shoved Yu Haitang away and thrust out with his sword like lightning, piercing the bat’s head. Almost simultaneously, he felt a terrifying force crash into him, sending him flying.
    

    

    
      “Careful! That’s a Fire Bat—it likely has over a hundred years of cultivation. Its demonic power carries fire poison. Don’t let it wound you!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s head buzzed. Through the haze, he heard Lord Jin’s warning in his ear.
    

    

    
      Looking down, he saw a patch of charred flesh on his chest, burning painfully.
    

    

    
      At that moment, a whooshing sound came from above—a dark shadow pounced on him.
    

    

    
      Having sustained such a serious wound, he no longer had the strength to swing his sword. He gave a bitter laugh, a thought flashing through his mind, “I knew I shouldn’t have tempted fate…”
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      A longsword flew in from the side, pinning the pouncing Fire Bat to the ground, the sword still trembling.
    

    

    
      The Fire Bat didn’t die instantly and thrashed violently.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming used his last ounce of strength to hurl the “Mingfeng Sword”, nailing it into the bat’s skull, killing it completely.
    

    

    
      【You killed a Level 69 Fire Bat. Gained 50,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Seeing the notification, his heart leapt—“I got it!”
    

    

    
      When he had killed the first Fire Bat, he’d seen an identical notification and been stunned—leading to him getting hit.
    

    

    
      He had tried killing chickens, pigs, even cattle and sheep before, but none gave him experience. He had given up hope.
    

    

    
      Turns out, those animals weren’t considered monsters. Only demon beasts like Fire Bats gave experience when slain.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yu Haitang walked over, pulled out both swords from the ground, then picked him up and sped off in a certain direction.
    

    

    
      Not far away, the two Golden-robed Inspectors from the Six Doors Authority were protecting Princess Mingyu and couldn’t spare the effort to save Chen Ming. Seeing him struck by a Fire Bat’s demon fire, they gave up the idea entirely.
    

    

    
      Without Defensive Gang Qi, anyone hit by demon fire would soon die from the fire poison invading the heart.
    

    

    
      There was no point saving someone doomed to die.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang quickly escaped the battlefield with Chen Ming in her arms, fleeing back the way they came.
    

    

    
      Only when they had fled far from the cave and could no longer hear anything did she stop and set him down.
    

    

    
      She pulled out the Fire Origin Pearl, using its faint glow to examine his charred chest. Then she took out a dagger and placed its scabbard at his mouth. “Bite down.”
    

    

    
      What was she going to do?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming already felt the terror of the fire poison—a vicious flame steadily corroding his Gang Qi and rational mind.
    

    

    
      He converted his entire Gang Qi to the water attribute, barely holding off the poisonous flame’s spread.
    

    

    
      Instinctively, he bit down on the scabbard—and then a wave of searing pain struck his chest.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was using the dagger to dig out the charred flesh on his chest—one cut at a time—blood spraying everywhere.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nearly passed out from the pain. He almost bit through the scabbard.
    

    

    
      “Bear with it.”
    

    

    
      Sweat the size of beans dotted Yu Haitang’s forehead. Before long, she had finally scraped all the charred flesh clean. She quickly tossed the dagger aside, pulled out a bottle from her bosom, popped the cork, and poured the medicinal powder onto the wound.
    

    

    
      Almost instantly, the bleeding stopped.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a sharp decrease in pain, his wound cooling, followed by a tingling itch.
    

    

    
      This was clearly a miraculous medicine for stopping bleeding and regenerating flesh.
    

    

    
      Then Yu Haitang took out a white porcelain bottle, poured out a white jade-like pill, and fed it to him. “Swallow.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming swallowed with effort. Moments later, a cooling medicinal force spread through him, and his mind cleared.
    

    

    
      After finishing, Yu Haitang collapsed to the ground like she had run out of strength, panting.
    

    

    
      After a while, she said faintly, “Why did you put me down just now? If you hadn’t let go of me, I could have taken that hit for you.”
    

    

    
      Right now, Chen Ming just wanted a cigarette. Since transmigrating here, this was the worst injury he had ever suffered.
    

    

    
      He licked his dry lips and said weakly, “You’d just get in the way. You’d only slow down my sword draw.”
    

    

    
      Just then, a voice spoke beside their ears.
    

    

    
      “Young man, are you stupid or just pretending? In moments like this, if you just said one touching line, she’d throw herself into your arms.”
    

    

    
      “Who?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang immediately gripped both swords, shouting sharply.
    

    

    
      From the dark passage ahead, a plain-looking middle-aged man emerged, staring at her with a strange expression and sighing, “What a breathtaking beauty. Originally, I only wanted the Peerless Divine Weapon in your hands. Now, I’ve changed my mind. I want you too.”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s gaze turned cold. “You’re Devotee Gao Chen of Jin Yutang?”
    

    

    
      The man didn’t attack right away but smiled and said, “So the young lady recognizes me—what an honor for Gao. If I’m not mistaken, you’re Yu Haitang, ranked third on the Absolute Beauty Ranking?”
    

    

    
      “Since you know who I am, leave now. My aunt will be here soon.”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha…”
    

    

    
      Gao Chen laughed heartily. “Your aunt and uncle are struggling to protect themselves. I doubt they’ll get here anytime soon. Miss Yu, I’m not a lustful man, yet for some reason, the moment I saw you, I felt if I can’t have you, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life…”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang shouted, “Shut up!”
    

    

    
      Gao Chen narrowed his eyes. “Seems you care quite a bit for that brat. Let me kill him first—cut off your hopes!”
    

    

    
      “You dare?”
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      "You dare!"
    

    

    
      A cold glint flashed across Yu Haitang’s incomparably beautiful face, killing intent glimmering in her eyes. The two swords in her hands faintly lit up, emitting one white and one red beam of sword light.
    

    

    
      Besides the “Mingfeng Sword,” the other weapon in her hand was a soft sword, always wrapped around her waist. Chen Ming had lived with her day and night for over half a month, yet he hadn’t realized that she had another sword hidden there.
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao looked at the two swords in her hands, eyes ablaze with fervor as he exclaimed in surprise, "That must be the legendary Shuiyun Sword! I didn’t expect it to be in your possession."
    

    

    
      The “Shuiyun Sword” was known as the softest sword under heaven. It had once appeared in the World’s Number One Tower’s special ranking for extraordinary weapons, which gathered all the most famous and unique armaments across the land. This “Shuiyun Sword” was on the list and was an extremely renowned peerless divine weapon.
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao laughed proudly. "What an unexpected delight."
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yu Haitang struck. The “Shuiyun Sword” shot forward like a venomous snake, targeting Gao Chenghao’s head directly.
    

    

    
      A faint, transparent shield surrounded Gao Chenghao—his Defensive Gang Origin. For martial artists below the Third Grade, even if they went all out, they could not break this seemingly thin layer—except for a peerless divine weapon!
    

    

    
      Peerless divine weapons were made precisely to pierce through Defensive Gang Origin.
    

    

    
      If struck by the “Shuiyun Sword,” his shield would shatter with ease.
    

    

    
      That was, if it could land a hit.
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao seemed to have anticipated this moment. While retreating swiftly, he flicked his fingers, releasing two blasts of finger Gang Qi—not at Yu Haitang, but directly toward the prone Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Just moments earlier, Yu Haitang had been guarding Chen Ming. Now that she launched her own attack, a gap had finally opened.
    

    

    
      She was shocked. Without thinking, she lifted the “Mingfeng Sword” in her left hand and blocked the two blasts of finger Gang Qi. The immense force nearly knocked the sword from her grip.
    

    

    
      "Miss Yu, to possess such cultivation and swordsmanship at such a young age—truly astonishing. In a couple more years, I fear I wouldn’t be your match."
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao admired her. "To be honest, if you insisted on fleeing, I might not have been able to stop you. But unfortunately, you can’t bear to leave that man behind. I’d like to see how many attacks you can block."
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he flicked his fingers again—three more blasts of finger Gang Qi flew forth.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said nothing, swinging both swords to deflect two of the blasts. Her wrists went numb from the impact, and she could not stop the last one.
    

    

    
      With a tearing sound, the finger Gang Qi pierced her shoulder, forcing her back a few steps as she spat out blood on the spot.
    

    

    
      "Hmm?"
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao’s eyes narrowed. Seeing her block one of his blasts, he exclaimed in surprise, "That’s the Nìshang Silk Robe! No wonder it withstood my Gang Origin strike. The treasures on your body are truly numerous—not surprising for someone of the Yu Family."
    

    

    
      The Nìshang Silk Robe was a protective garment forged by a sect of the previous dynasty, extraordinarily tough. Though it looked no different from ordinary silk, it could withstand strikes from Third Grade experts—a truly mystical artifact.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, that sect had long been annihilated, and the crafting method lost. Few Nìshang Silk Robes had survived through the ages, and the known ones were all stored within the palace.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang had already retreated to Chen Ming’s side, her gaze chilling as she stared at Gao Chenghao.
    

    

    
      This man had continuously provoked her with words, but in truth, he was exceedingly calm, always maintaining a certain distance. Toying with her through various means, his real goal was to make her lose her composure.
    

    

    
      Though his cultivation far exceeded hers, he was as cold and venomous as a snake. Such an opponent was truly terrifying.
    

    

    
      What should she do?
    

    

    
      Both her hands were injured, and she could barely grip her swords.
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao was a Third Grade. If not for the environmental influence, which forced him to divert part of his Gang Origin to resist the surrounding Fire-Attribute Yuan Qi, her wrists would have been crippled already.
    

    

    
      The gap between Third Grade and Fourth Grade was like an uncrossable chasm.
    

    

    
      At this moment, a hand reached out and took the “Mingfeng Sword” from her left hand.
    

    

    
      Then, Chen Ming’s voice rang beside her ear. "Miss Yu, go. I’ll hold him off."
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was slightly stunned. His voice sounded full of energy, completely unlike someone injured.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a thought struck her, and her expression changed.
    

    

    
      It had to be the 《Burning Blood Art》!
    

    

    
      "Go now! Find Madam Yu!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming urged her once more before charging toward Gao Chenghao.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao was slightly startled when he saw Chen Ming take action.
    

    

    
      This brat was clearly heavily injured and even poisoned by the Fire Bat’s flames—how had he suddenly recovered?
    

    

    
      As this thought arose, the edge of a peerless divine weapon was already in his face.
    

    

    
      So fast!
    

    

    
      He immediately retreated, unwilling to clash directly with such a weapon.
    

    

    
      But the sword chased after him like a maggot clinging to bone.
    

    

    
      Even before it struck, he felt a sharp pain in his chest.
    

    

    
      Now, Gao Chenghao was truly shocked.
    

    

    
      Sword Intent embryonic form?
    

    

    
      This brat was merely a Fourth Grade, yet he had already grasped the embryonic form of Sword Intent?
    

    

    
      How was that possible?
    

    

    
      He had stepped into the Third Grade for years and still hadn’t even touched the edge of Sword Intent. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been sent to carry out such an extremely dangerous mission.
    

    

    
      For a moment, deep wariness grew in his heart.
    

    

    
      If they were outside, a Fourth Grade, even with Sword Intent, would never be his match. But this place was different—the omnipresent Fire-Attribute Yuan Qi forced him to constantly channel energy to resist it.
    

    

    
      Along the way, he had already lost twenty percent of his cultivation strength.
    

    

    
      Now he had to split his focus even more. These unfavorable factors actually made him feel pressured by a mere Fourth Grade.
    

    

    
      "Hmph!"
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao, furious, used the same old trick and flicked his fingers again.
    

    

    
      But that brat seemed to foresee everything. His body flickered, dodging each strike with exquisite movement techniques.
    

    

    
      With every move, Gao Chenghao’s shock deepened.
    

    

    
      This brat was terrifying—not only was his swordsmanship exceptional, he had also grasped the embryonic form of Sword Intent, and possessed masterful footwork. Practically no weaknesses. Once he advanced to Third Grade, he would be unbeatable.
    

    

    
      Instantly, Gao Chenghao’s killing intent surged. He finally drew his sword.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      With a single swing, his long sword unleashed a terrifying sword Gang, slicing through the air and clashing with the peerless divine weapon in Chen Ming’s hand.
    

    

    
      The terrifying force blew him backward.
    

    

    
      This was Gao Chenghao’s true strength. Earlier, he had been conserving as much Gang Origin as possible.
    

    

    
      In terms of absolute strength, his Third Grade cultivation was more than enough to crush the opponent!
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao flickered forward, chasing after with a second sword strike, about to kill the young man who had made him feel wary.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, an ominous premonition surged in his heart, and a chill ran down his back—as if he had been locked onto by a venomous snake.
    

    

    
      Damn it!
    

    

    
      Assailed from behind, he had no choice but to abandon the opportunity to slay Chen Ming and evade the fatal sword strike.
    

    

    
      He then countered with a backward slash, knocking Yu Haitang away.
    

    

    
      Chi chi chi—
    

    

    
      Right at that moment, Gao Chenghao felt a numbness in his chest—he had been hit.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      His heart was gripped by alarm. He quickly sealed several vital points around his chest and activated the Gang Origin within to force the hidden weapon out.
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao knew well that someone like Yu Haitang would certainly carry life-saving treasures on her person. That was why he had been cautious from the start, keeping a certain distance from her.
    

    

    
      But unexpectedly, Chen Ming had recovered, and while his full attention was drawn to the latter, a brief lapse still allowed the strike to land.
    

    

    
      He had clearly seen Yu Haitang flee—when did she circle back?
    

    

    
      To be able to pierce through his Defensive Gang Origin, it had to be the legendary Poison Dragon Needle that was known to specialize in breaching Gang Origin.
    

    

    
      "Die!"
    

    

    
      By now, Chen Ming had caught his breath and charged once again.
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao had no choice but to raise his sword in defense. This time, he dared not hold back. With a full-force strike, he sent Chen Ming flying again.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he felt the Gang Origin in his chest begin to stall.
    

    

    
      "The needle was poisoned!"
    

    

    
      Fury and dread filled him. The poison was taking effect so quickly—it had to be a terrifying and exotic toxin.
    

    

    
      Just then, Yu Haitang, who had been knocked against the wall, struggled to sit up and spoke in a cold voice, "How is it? Doesn’t the Yellow Springs Water poison feel delightful?"
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao spat out a mouthful of black blood. A layer of dark haze cloaked his face, despair flickered in his eyes, and his expression turned hideous. "The antidote… give me the antidote…"
    

    

    
      Clap clap clap!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a round of applause came from the other end of the corridor. "Wonderful, truly wonderful!"
    

    

    
      "Who’s there?!"
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao cried out in shock.
    

    

    
      From the opposite end of the passageway, four black-clad men emerged, each with a pair of crimson eyes.
    

    

    
      Blood Demon Sect!
    

    

    
      Gao Chenghao’s face turned ghostly pale.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang, sitting weakly against the wall, trembled and instinctively looked toward Chen Ming. He had just barely managed to stand up, swaying and clearly gravely injured.
    

    

    
      The leader of the black-clad group praised, "I didn’t expect to witness such an extraordinary battle—two Fourth Grades toppling a Third Grade. This is truly unheard of. Young Master Chen, Miss Yu, your achievements are enough to be proud of."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied in a feeble voice, "You flatter us. May I ask, what do you intend to do with us?"
    

    

    
      The black-clad man said approvingly, "Such boldness—to remain calm in the face of the Blood Demon Sect. You are the first. I almost don’t want to kill you."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, "If you kill me, aren’t you afraid you won’t be able to get out of here?"
    

    

    
      "I am afraid. That’s why I won’t kill you before we leave this place."
    

    

    
      "In that case, I have a condition," Chen Ming said solemnly. "Let Miss Yu leave. Otherwise, I’ll die right here. You should know, if I want to die, no one can stop me."
    

    

    
      The black-clad man laughed loudly, "You really are a man of passion. Makes me want to spare your life even more. How about this—why not join my Blood Demon Sect? That way, I won’t have to kill you. She won’t have to die either. Everyone wins."
    

    

    
      As he said this, the expressions in the eyes of the three behind him subtly shifted.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming coughed lightly, "May I have a moment to consider?"
    

    

    
      The black-clad man was generous. "I’ll give you ten breaths."
    

    

    
      Ten breaths passed in the blink of an eye.
    

    

    
      After thinking briefly, Chen Ming raised his head and said, "When I return my sword—"
    

    

    
      Buzz!
    

    

    
      The “Mingfeng Sword” in his hand vibrated, and a gentle, water-like intent spread outward.
    

    

    
      "Sword Intent?"
    

    

    
      The black-clad man’s eyes lit up in astonishment. "You can actually trigger the Sword Intent hidden within the divine weapon—what a genius of the sword path!"
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he was still only a Fourth Grade. Such Sword Intent to him felt like a light breeze brushing past.
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      But then, he realized that Chen Ming’s strike hadn’t been aimed at him.
    

    

    
      In a flash of blood, Gao Chenghao’s head was severed cleanly.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man almost laughed—so much effort, just to kill that man?
    

    

    
      Could it be that the strike had gone awry?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s aura instantly plummeted, and he collapsed to the ground, too weak to even stand.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he probably didn’t even have the strength to commit suicide.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man said, "It seems you’d rather die than join my Blood Demon Sect. Since you’re so ungrateful, that makes you my enemy. Deng Ziyang, that woman is yours."
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      Behind the black-clad man, the other two in black turned to look at their last companion, but he didn’t move, as if he hadn’t heard the words.
    

    

    
      “Why don’t you go?”
    

    

    
      The black-clad man turned back and stared at the weakest companion with an amused expression. “I killed your wife, and now I give you an even more beautiful woman in return. What, you’re still not satisfied? This is Yuhaitang, the third-ranked beauty on the Supreme Beauty List, and the legitimate daughter of the Yu Family. A rare gem like this—I haven’t even had the chance to play with her…”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s blood-red eyes held no emotion. Without a word, he walked toward Yuhaitang. When he was about a zhang away, he suddenly extended his hand and pushed.
    

    

    
      An invisible force of energy lifted Yuhaitang, who was sitting on the ground, and pushed her straight to Chen Ming’s side.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man looked puzzled. “Deng Ziyang, what are you doing? That day I killed your wife, and you endured it. Why today have you decided not to endure?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang turned around, drew his blade, and spoke in a hoarse voice, “Zhu… today is the day you die.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, a drop of bright red blood seeped from the center of his brow. Instantly, a strange force field spread out, locking that black-clad man in place.
    

    

    
      “Blood Bead!”
    

    

    
      When the black-clad man saw the bright red drop, his eyes flashed with intense heat. “I knew it—it really was on you! But Lord Pang didn’t believe me…”
    

    

    
      The other two black-clad men also had eyes filled with greed, as if that drop of blood had a deadly allure.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang ignored them. Another drop of bright red blood seeped from the center of his brow and flew straight toward Gao Chen’s corpse on the ground.
    

    

    
      Once the blood drop merged into Gao Chen’s body, in moments, the corpse shriveled up and turned into powder. That drop of blood grew even brighter, flying back into Deng Ziyang’s brow.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the aura within his body surged rapidly.
    

    

    
      “Two drops!”
    

    

    
      The black-clad man looked shocked, then burst into laughter. Space around his body twisted violently, even causing the Blood Bead to tremble.
    

    

    
      With a splurt, he finally broke free from the restraint and reached for the Blood Bead, which was violently trembling, trying to shake off his grip.
    

    

    
      “Obedient now… you’re mine!”
    

    

    
      The pale red energy shield around the black-clad man trembled as well. Clearly, suppressing the Blood Bead was taxing for him.
    

    

    
      Gradually, the Blood Bead was finally subdued.
    

    

    
      He turned his head toward Deng Ziyang, not rushing to strike, eyes filled with mockery.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Deng Ziyang had stabilized. After the Blood Bead absorbed all of Gao Chen’s cultivation and essence, it temporarily granted him the strength of a Third Grade.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man asked, “Why not go all the way and break through to Third Grade? I can wait.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s eyes revealed intense hatred as he spoke coldly, “Before you kill me, you won’t be able to refine the Blood Bead. You have to suppress the Blood Bead while guarding against those two. How much strength do you have left?”
    

    

    
      The black-clad man laughed loudly. “Such a poor trick. Trying to sow discord between me and my junior brothers?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang said quietly, “Senior Brother Zhu, you know better than anyone how important the Blood Bead is to disciples of the Blood Demon Sect. Without it, they’re merely food for the Envoy, likely to be drained of all cultivation at any time. But with the Blood Bead… they become Demon Heirs. It’s their only chance. Do you think… they’ll be tempted?”
    

    

    
      The atmosphere on scene suddenly turned strange.
    

    

    
      The two black-clad men said nothing, their eyes flickering, thoughts unknown.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man’s smile didn’t waver. “Even if you three join forces—so what? I am a First Grade! Killing you is effortless.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, seeing them turning on each other, Yuhaitang didn’t hesitate. She picked up Chen Ming, planning to escape while there was a chance.
    

    

    
      The moment she touched Chen Ming’s body, she was stunned to find that within him, a shocking transformation was taking place.
    

    

    
      This was…
    

    

    
      Her hand was bounced off. That blazing energy had even scorched her hand red.
    

    

    
      Inside Chen Ming’s body, it was as if magma was roiling.
    

    

    
      No doubt about it—this was genuine Astral Origin!
    

    

    
      Yuhaitang’s heart surged with waves of shock. “How is this possible?”
    

    

    
      He had broken through to Fourth Grade just over half a month ago.
    

    

    
      During this time, he had been healing her and Su Zhining, with no time for cultivation, constantly depleting his internal qi.
    

    

    
      Under normal circumstances, this kind of depletion would harm one’s vitality.
    

    

    
      Yet Chen Ming wasn’t harmed at all—on the contrary, his cultivation kept growing. Every few days, it surged again. And now… he was directly breaking into Third Grade.
    

    

    
      Or rather, half a foot had already stepped into Third Grade!
    

    

    
      At this moment, the qi inside him was undergoing a remarkable transformation, evolving into Astral Origin.
    

    

    
      Despite her shock, Yuhaitang’s first instinct was to protect Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      At such a crucial juncture, no one could be allowed to interfere.
    

    

    
      That female disciple of Heaven’s Path Alliance had forced a breakthrough to Third Grade, only to have her meridians shattered. If not for Chen Ming, she would already be dead.
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, Yuhaitang nervously watched the four Blood Demon Sect fiends as they turned on each other.
    

    

    
      Finally, someone couldn’t hold back.
    

    

    
      A fierce battle was on the verge of erupting!
    

    

    
      The one who struck first was Deng Ziyang. With the power stolen through the Blood Bead, he now possessed the strength of a Third Grade. His opening attack was full force—a long blade cleaved toward “Senior Brother Zhu”.
    

    

    
      That blade carried the same Astral Origin as Gao Chen’s earlier attack. Yuhaitang felt chills down her spine. The Blood Demon Sect’s methods were truly vile. Even after Gao Chen died, all his cultivation had been stolen.
    

    

    
      No martial artist could accept having their hard-earned power taken by force.
    

    

    
      Everyone in the Blood Demon Sect deserved death!
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother Zhu” didn’t dodge the strike. He simply raised a hand and slapped lightly.
    

    

    
      With a bang—
    

    

    
      The massive blade aura shattered completely.
    

    

    
      He said flatly, “You don’t understand the power of a First Grade.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he slapped again.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang tried to dodge, but in an instant, a palm formed of Astral Origin struck his chest, slamming him into the wall.
    

    

    
      The stone wall behind was blasted into rubble.
    

    

    
      A total, crushing defeat.
    

    

    
      “Senior Brother Zhu” revealed a hint of satisfaction in his eyes and said, “How was that?”
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, his figure shifted to the side, and a longsword silently pierced out from behind, slashing across his shoulder and finally injuring him.
    

    

    
      “Junior Brother Wang, Junior Brother Zheng, why must you seek death?”
    

    

    
      His voice carried a note of anger.
    

    

    
      It was the two companions behind him who had struck. Their strength was far beyond that of Deng Ziyang—one was a Second Grade, the other a Third Grade.
    

    

    
      The two said nothing, simply attacking “Senior Brother Zhu” with all their might.
    

    

    
      Originally, with his strength, it would have been effortless to kill the two of them. But now, most of his power was being used to suppress the Blood Bead. More critically, his spiritual consciousness had been affected, making many techniques unusable.
    

    

    
      For a time, he was actually unable to kill the two.
    

    

    
      He shouted angrily, “Fools, Deng Ziyang has already escaped!”
    

    

    
      Even so, the two showed no intention of stopping.
    

    

    
      They both knew that stopping now meant death—this ruthless “Senior Brother Zhu” would never let them off. Once he recovered, he would use the cruelest methods to torture them to death.
    

    

    
      Just like how he had driven Deng Ziyang step by step into a hopeless situation.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV73 enemy. Gained 350,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      After killing Gao Chen, Chen Ming didn’t hesitate at all and increased the proficiency of the incomplete 《True Art of Five Elements》 to the seventh level.
    

    

    
      Instantly, the qi inside his body underwent a transformation, his entire internal force converting into Astral Origin.
    

    

    
      The entire process lasted several minutes.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, Deng Ziyang had bought him time, allowing him to break through successfully.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 174896】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Perfection), 《True Art of Five Elements (Incomplete)》 (Seventh Level 1/10000000)】
    

    

    
      【Martial Skills: Three Talents Fist (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Through the Nine Heavens》 (Third Level 1322/300000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Disguise Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      “Finally, Third Grade!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened his eyes and immediately saw Deng Ziyang being slammed into a stone wall.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      He raised his hand, using Astral Origin to pull Deng Ziyang over. A quick examination revealed that he was severely injured, barely clinging to life.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately pressed a hand to his back, channeling Astral Origin from 《Profound Wood True Art》 to heal him.
    

    

    
      With his other arm, he picked up Yuhaitang and fled at once.
    

    

    
      He was well aware that even though he had just broken through to Third Grade, it was still far from enough to contend with a First Grade.
    

    

    
      Those who reached the First Grade were never weak. They were all geniuses among geniuses—even in the Blood Demon Sect, which took shortcuts, it was the same.
    

    

    
      Even if he managed to kill that First Grade expert by luck, the price would be unimaginable. With so many experts and schemers in this cave, now was not the time to fight to the death.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming continued healing both Yuhaitang and Deng Ziyang simultaneously.
    

    

    
      However, after reaching Third Grade, the power of Profound Wood Astral Origin was on another level. In no time, he pulled Deng Ziyang back from the brink of death.
    

    

    
      Soon, he noticed the Astral Origin he injected into Deng Ziyang’s body was being absorbed.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang awoke, looked at him, and said with a sigh, “After so many years, I never thought our reunion would happen here.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “When you turned on them just now, I knew—you’re still the same chivalrous Deng Ziyang.”
    

    

    
      If Deng Ziyang hadn’t bought him time just now, he might not have succeeded in advancing to Third Grade.
    

    

    
      Even if he had advanced, facing a First Grade, a Second Grade, and a Third Grade, escaping with Yuhaitang would’ve been nearly impossible.
    

    

    
      In that situation, Deng Ziyang had no chance of winning. It was practically suicide. But still, he had stepped forward without hesitation.
    

    

    
      “What a chivalrous man indeed!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a mocking voice came from ahead.
    

    

    
      Why are there people everywhere?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cursed inwardly, came to a halt, and looked forward. There stood a brocade-clad young man with a face like carved jade. Whether it was his looks or his demeanor, there was something familiar about him.
    

    

    
      Soon, he remembered who he resembled—Jiang Shihua!
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      In reality, there was only one path here. The back was already blocked by people from the Blood Demon Sect, so Chen Ming could only walk inward. To return to the lava cave where he encountered the Fire Bats earlier—meeting people in this place was only natural.
    

    

    
      Besides the man whose appearance and temperament bore some resemblance to Jiang Shihua, there were seven or eight others. They were gathered in small groups, maintaining some distance from one another—clearly not on the same side.
    

    

    
      Most likely, they had been separated from their companions during the earlier chaos and had fled to this place.
    

    

    
      That man, who resembled Jiang Shihua, sternly rebuked, “Everyone heard it. This brat was calling those from the Blood Demon Sect his brothers. He must be a demon or some such creature.”
    

    

    
      Very soon, two others echoed him, “Exactly. This man associates with the demon cultists from the Cult of Eternal Life. His intentions must be vile. Everyone saw it with their own eyes.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this, Deng Ziyang's expression changed. He stared coldly at the three who had spoken.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew well that his dazzling performance during the Azure Cloud Ranking competition had stolen the limelight from those disciples of noble families and sects. They had long been displeased with him.
    

    

    
      Now that they had caught an opportunity, they tried to slap a hat on his head.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cast a sideways glance at the three and said indifferently, “Once you're out of here, feel free to spread rumors that I colluded with the Cult of Eternal Life, making me a pariah in the Great Jin Dynasty. If you push me too far, I might as well join the demonic cults. Then you can wash your necks and wait for me to kill you.”
    

    

    
      The three immediately roared, “How dare you threaten us!”
    

    

    
      Almost simultaneously, the three attacked—one with a fist aura and two with sword auras—all blasting toward Chen Ming. Their strikes were vicious, clearly seizing this rare opportunity to try to kill him on the spot.
    

    

    
      One had to admit—they coordinated extremely well.
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Ming still standing there, seemingly unresponsive, the three sneered inwardly. They hadn’t expected this brat to be so foolish as to dare provoke three Third Grade experts. Now they had their chance.
    

    

    
      They were all cautious with their strikes, deliberately avoiding Yu Haitang to prevent accidentally injuring her and provoking Cangyue Sect.
    

    

    
      “Stop—!”
    

    

    
      Someone among the crowd from Cangyue Sect cried out in alarm, deeply afraid Yu Haitang might be harmed. If that happened, he would be unable to explain to the Sect Master's wife.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was about to be slain on the spot.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a flame-like shield of Gang Yuan appeared out of thin air. The three attacks struck it, only causing a mild ripple before dissipating completely.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “Third Grade?”
    

    

    
      “How is this possible?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Everyone present was above Third Grade, and with their keen eyes, they naturally saw that the Gang Yuan shield had been cast by Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      That moment stunned not only the three attackers but also the rest of the crowd into speechlessness.
    

    

    
      This couldn't be right.
    

    

    
      The Azure Cloud Ranking battle had only been two months ago, and back then, he was clearly only Fifth Grade. How had he suddenly reached Third Grade?
    

    

    
      A breakthrough from Fifth to Fourth Grade after the Azure Cloud Ranking was common enough. But even if he had broken through to Fourth Grade then, how could he have advanced again to Third Grade in just two months?
    

    

    
      At that moment, all nine people present, no matter how worldly or experienced, were dumbfounded as if dreaming.
    

    

    
      “Fake! It must be fake!”
    

    

    
      The man who resembled Jiang Shihua’s expression twisted into something fierce. Drawing his sword, killing intent surged. “Chen Ming, you think you can fool me with some trick and pretend to be Third Grade? Today, I’ll kill you.”
    

    

    
      As he attacked, he unleashed the Jiang Family's sword technique, Azure Wave Stretching a Thousand Li.
    

    

    
      With a Third Grade cultivation base, the sword technique revealed an overwhelming grandeur—far more powerful than what Jiang Shihua had shown that day.
    

    

    
      This strike already bore the embryonic form of Sword Intent.
    

    

    
      Those present assessed silently and concluded that he was not far from comprehending true Sword Intent. Once he achieved that, there would be no bottleneck left to reach Second Grade.
    

    

    
      A First Grade talent!
    

    

    
      The Jiang Family would soon gain another First Grade expert.
    

    

    
      This thought flashed through everyone’s minds, stirring mixed feelings.
    

    

    
      At the same time, they were just as concerned—“How will Chen Ming respond to this sword?”
    

    

    
      Buzz!
    

    

    
      The Phoenix Cry Sword at Chen Ming's waist flew out of its sheath on its own, emitting a dazzling brilliance.
    

    

    
      Now that he had reached Third Grade, he could finally unleash the true power of this peerless divine weapon.
    

    

    
      Everyone felt as if their heartstrings had been plucked, a soft, tender emotion swelling within. A figure buried deep in their hearts reappeared before their eyes. For a moment, they were overwhelmed by emotion—
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      A thunderous explosion snapped them out of it. Jiang Youtang was sent flying, slammed against the wall, and embedded into it before crashing to the ground unconscious.
    

    

    
      “Sword Intent!”
    

    

    
      Someone murmured dreamily.
    

    

    
      Everyone present felt their hairs stand on end, their scalps tingling. Staring at that tall figure, they were momentarily at a loss for words.
    

    

    
      Not only had this youth broken through to Third Grade, he had even comprehended Sword Intent. Even if it was thanks to a peerless divine weapon, it was still terrifying.
    

    

    
      This meant that even among Third Grade experts, his strength was at the pinnacle.
    

    

    
      Too terrifying!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming no longer looked at them and walked step by step into the passage.
    

    

    
      Everyone tacitly made way, letting him pass.
    

    

    
      Especially those two who had attacked earlier—just one glance from him made their bodies go cold. They didn’t dare lift a finger. They had seen what happened to Jiang Youtang.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, they remembered Chen Ming’s earlier words, and a chill crept into their hearts.
    

    

    
      They had laughed it off before. A mere Fourth Grade dared threaten them?
    

    

    
      Now, they were truly afraid. With such peerless talent, even Shang Jianfei—who had once crushed all peers in Jiangzhou with an invincible presence—paled in comparison.
    

    

    
      How high would this youth’s future achievements reach?
    

    

    
      Perhaps it really would be as he said—if he truly got pushed into the demonic path, and one day returned at full strength to take revenge…
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After a while, Chen Ming brought Deng Ziyang and Yu Haitang back to the lava cave from earlier. The place was now a complete mess.
    

    

    
      Only a few Fire Bats were still circling in the air.
    

    

    
      There were no corpses on the ground—the strength of that group had simply been too great. The Fire Bats hadn’t been able to keep them here.
    

    

    
      The only one truly heavily injured was Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      After all, he had been the weakest one there.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang had already recovered his mobility. Not only had his injuries greatly improved, but even his aura had grown much stronger. Most likely, he had digested Gao Chen’s cultivation base from within the “Blood God Bead.”
    

    

    
      One had to admit, the Cult of Eternal Life’s cultivation techniques were just too unfair.
    

    

    
      With such severe injuries, an ordinary person would have had to lie in bed for at least a month or two.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang spoke with some concern, “The deeper we go, the stronger the demonic beasts are likely to be. With your strength, passing through this section of the lava cave is not difficult, but beyond that it becomes too dangerous. Then you’ll be caught between beasts ahead and pursuers behind. That would be troublesome.”
    

    

    
      Since that Senior Brother Zhu knew the Blood God Bead was on him, he wouldn’t let the matter rest and would definitely chase after them until one of them was dead.
    

    

    
      The other party was a First Grade expert—an almost hopeless situation.
    

    

    
      Danger?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming placed Yu Haitang on the ground, raised the Phoenix Cry Sword, and said, “Let me clear out these beasts. You look after her for me.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he soared into the air. His movement technique was nearly as swift as that of the Fire Bats.
    

    

    
      He instantly pierced through the nearest Fire Bat with a single sword strike. The remaining Fire Bats, provoked by this, swarmed toward him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming twisted and turned midair like a bird, often dodging the Fire Bats’ attacks in ways that seemed inconceivable.
    

    

    
      Every time he unleashed a sword, a Fire Bat would fall.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, he had already slain more than ten Fire Bats.
    

    

    
      Watching from the passageway, Deng Ziyang saw him unleash such formidable might and felt a complicated mix of emotions. He never imagined that after falling into the demonic path and cultivating demonic arts, he would see such rapid progress.
    

    

    
      In just a few short years, he had reached Fourth Grade—an accomplishment that was already extremely rare.
    

    

    
      Yet he was still no match for Chen Ming, who had long since left him in the dust.
    

    

    
      Lately, Deng Ziyang had heard of Chen Ming’s extraordinary display during the Azure Cloud Ranking competition, where he ranked sixth. That alone was shocking enough.
    

    

    
      Then earlier outside, he saw that Chen Ming had reached Fourth Grade.
    

    

    
      Now, he had broken through to Third Grade.
    

    

    
      Such speed—despite Deng Ziyang cultivating the Blood God Grand Art as a Demon Heir—was still far inferior.
    

    

    
      He knew very well that even if he managed to devour the essence of several Third Grade experts and advanced to Third Grade, he would still not be Chen Ming’s match.
    

    

    
      Leaving aside that peerless divine weapon, just that strand of Sword Intent—he might not grasp it even in ten years.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang had enough self-awareness to know his own limits.
    

    

    
      Still, as he watched Chen Ming slaughter the Fire Bats like chickens, he couldn’t help feeling concerned. The expenditure was simply too great.
    

    

    
      After reaching Third Grade, recovering spent Gang Yuan was not as easy as before. Unlike Fourth Grade, where one could simply meditate overnight to recover fully.
    

    

    
      For Third Grade, one either relied on the power of medicinal pills or needed treasures like the Fire Element Pearl to recover quickly.
    

    

    
      Thus, unless absolutely necessary, Third Grade experts rarely made a move. They valued their Gang Yuan greatly out of fear that excessive depletion would leave them vulnerable to deadly foes.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming had just broken through to Third Grade—his excitement was understandable.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang simply stood there and watched him clear out all the Fire Bats in the lava cave.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      [You have slain one LV69 Fire Bat. Gained 10,000 experience points.]
    

    

    
      [You have slain one LV69 Fire Bat. Gained 10,000 experience points.]
    

    

    
      […]
    

    

    
      Only after killing the final Fire Bat did Chen Ming return, clearly satisfied.
    

    

    
      Even before his breakthrough, he had already noticed that Fire Bats yielded far less experience points than defeating “humanoid monsters.”
    

    

    
      When he was still Fourth Grade, they gave fifty thousand. Now, only ten thousand.
    

    

    
      Still, not bad. In total, he had slain twenty-three Fire Bats—amounting to 230,000.
    

    

    
      Adding in the 45,000 he earned from defeating that Third Grade expert from the Jiang Family—
    

    

    
      [Level: 70]
    

    

    
      [Current Points: 449896]
    

    

    
      [Martial Arts: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Layer, Perfection), Five Elements True Art (Incomplete) (Seventh Layer 178/10000000)]
    

    

    
      [Combat Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastered), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastered), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastered), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastered), Vermilion Bird Sword Technique (Mastered), Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens (Third Layer 1322/300000)]
    

    

    
      [Secret Technique: Disguise Technique (Mastered)]
    

    

    
      “Add points!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately upgraded Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens to the fourth layer.
    

    

    
      Boom.
    

    

    
      He felt his body undergoing a strange transformation—deep and mysterious, as though something within him had fundamentally shifted.
    

    

    
      It felt as if a pair of wings had grown on his back.
    

    

    
      He even had the illusion that he could fly now.
    

    

    
      His control over Gang Yuan had also taken a qualitative leap.
    

    

    
      Now, Chen Ming finally felt that he had some means of protecting himself. Even when facing a First Grade expert, in such terrain, he had the confidence to escape.
    

    

    
      Next, it was time to play it safe.
    

    

    
      Anyway, those people would go after the Fire Element Pearl on their own. As for that key—at his current strength, trying to snatch it was no different from courting death.
    

    

    
      He knew that his strength was still far below even Second Grade, let alone First Grade.
    

    

    
      Now, what he should be doing was dodging that First Grade pursuer from the Blood Demon Sect while searching the cave for any more demonic beasts to grind for experience.
    

    

    
      “Who’s there?”
    

    

    
      A sudden warning surged in Chen Ming’s heart. He turned around and saw a man sneaking up behind him.
    

    

    
      “Wait—don’t attack.”
    

    

    
      The man quickly stepped out and said, “I am Xu Liangchen, a disciple of Cangyue Sect, entrusted by the Sect Master to find Miss Yu.”
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      Chen Ming glanced at Yu Haitang, who was sitting on the ground, and saw her gently shake her head, indicating that she didn’t recognize the person.
    

    

    
      He slightly raised his brow and asked, “Where are your sect master and his wife?”
    

    

    
      Xu Liangchen stopped three zhang away. Seeing that Yu Haitang was unharmed, he finally let out a breath of relief and said, “During the chaos just now, that old freak Feng from the Ji Family suddenly launched a sneak attack on Elder Yang, which triggered a brawl. It was the Sect Master who sent me out of the battle. At the moment, I don’t know where they have gone.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn't tell whether what he said was true or false.
    

    

    
      The Four Great Sects and Three Aristocratic Families of Jiangzhou were naturally not on friendly terms. There were many grudges between them. Under such circumstances, it wasn’t impossible for someone to incite a melee.
    

    

    
      He said, “There’s a fork in the path ahead. How about we split up to search?”
    

    

    
      Xu Liangchen rejected this proposal, “The Sect Master ordered me to protect Miss Yu. I will not take a single step away.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his firm stance, Chen Ming couldn’t just drive him away. He calmly said, “To be honest, I’m a suspicious person by nature. If Senior Brother Xu wants to follow, that’s fine, but please don’t get too close to us, to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings.”
    

    

    
      “I really am a member of Cangyue Sect.”
    

    

    
      Xu Liangchen became anxious upon hearing this. “If you don’t believe me, I can demonstrate our sect’s sword technique.”
    

    

    
      “No need.” Chen Ming stopped him. “I’m not questioning your identity. It’s just that since my friend is here, you’d best not walk together with us to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings.”
    

    

    
      Xu Liangchen instinctively glanced at the Blood Demon Sect disciple in black beside him. Convinced by the reasoning, he nodded and said, “I understand.”
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t delay further. He picked up Yu Haitang and walked toward the depths of the cavern.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang walked side by side with him.
    

    

    
      Behind them, Xu Liangchen followed at a distance of several zhang.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      There were four passages within this cavern.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming made a quick judgment and chose the middle-left one. There were many corpses of Fire Bats on the ground, and the walls bore marks of recent combat.
    

    

    
      The deeper they went, the denser the Fire Elemental energy in the air became.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Yu Haitang were completely unaffected. On the contrary, they could directly absorb the Fire Elemental energy and convert it into Gang Yuan, using it to enhance their cultivation.
    

    

    
      In fact, ever since he broke through to Third Grade, he had developed a strange sensation — as if he had become the master of this cavern and could easily manipulate the Fire Elemental energy in the air.
    

    

    
      It was an odd feeling.
    

    

    
      Just like when his Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens reached the fourth level, and he felt like he could fly. Although he knew it was an illusion, it still felt extraordinarily real.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang felt quite different. With only Fourth Grade cultivation, he found this environment exceedingly difficult. The Blood Demon Technique he cultivated was naturally suppressed by the yang energy of the Fire Elemental aura.
    

    

    
      If not for Chen Ming shielding him from the Fire Elemental energy, he would have long been unable to endure.
    

    

    
      Following behind, Xu Liangchen seemed quite at ease.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming observed him carefully and judged that he might have Second Grade cultivation, raising his guard internally.
    

    

    
      If this man was truly sent by the Cangyue Sect Master to protect Yu Haitang, then all was well. But if he harbored ill intentions, he must not be underestimated.
    

    

    
      This couldn't be left to chance.
    

    

    
      About a quarter of an hour later, a large cavern appeared again ahead.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming halted. He had heard sounds of battle—by the sound, it seemed to be some sort of reptile, and a rather large one.
    

    

    
      “This beast is nearly finished! Attack its eyes!”
    

    

    
      A tense voice echoed out.
    

    

    
      With a thunderous boom, a shrill and tragic howl followed, then everything fell silent.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recognized the voice—it was that of Lord Jin from the Six Doors Authority. With him were several others. Judging from the earlier commotion, they were all First or Second Grade experts.
    

    

    
      Only after those people left did Chen Ming step into the cavern, where he saw the corpse of a giant beast lying on the ground. It looked like a large lizard, about two to three meters tall and four to five meters long. Its skin was covered with black scales that glinted with a cold sheen.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang suddenly spoke, “That’s a Lava Lizard, an ancient exotic beast. I read about it in a book. The book said these beasts were long extinct. I didn’t expect one to appear here.”
    

    

    
      Then she shook her head, “No, there must be more than one. Lava Lizards only live for a few centuries at most. If it didn’t come from outside, then there must be at least two for them to have bred until now.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “How strong are these beasts?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, “An adult Lava Lizard is strong enough to rival a First Grade. Its scales can withstand a martial artist’s Gang Yuan—cutting through them even with divine weapons is difficult. They’re also immensely strong and incredibly hard to deal with.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming drew the Phoenix Cry Sword and slashed at it. Sparks flew, and the black scale only bore a faint white mark.
    

    

    
      Even though he hadn’t used Gang Yuan, the toughness of these scales was truly astonishing.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, his expression tightened. “What’s that sound?”
    

    

    
      Immediately after, several figures shot out from a nearby passage—it was the two golden-robed Inspectors from the Six Doors Authority and that palace-dressed young lady, Princess Mingyu. Besides them were several others.
    

    

    
      They didn’t even glance at Chen Ming and the rest as they darted into another passage and vanished.
    

    

    
      “Run!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming already felt the ground trembling—clearly, something enormous was charging their way. Without hesitation, he grabbed Deng Ziyang and fled.
    

    

    
      He chose a different passage. As he entered it, he glanced back and saw a Lava Lizard even larger than the previous one charging at them.
    

    

    
      This beast was massive, yet astonishingly fast.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, it didn’t chase them. Instead, it went after the Six Doors Authority group.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit regretful. A beast on par with a First Grade—if he could kill it, how much experience would that be!
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking this, a noise came from ahead.
    

    

    
      Looking up, he saw four or five people scrambling in panic toward them, clearly fleeing from something.
    

    

    
      What was chasing them?
    

    

    
      That thought had just flashed through Chen Ming’s mind when he saw golden light flaring behind them—countless golden flames surging forth.
    

    

    
      No—that wasn’t fire. They were glowing ants, each the size of a fingertip. Thousands upon thousands moved together like flowing fire.
    

    

    
      Damn!
    

    

    
      Without another thought, Chen Ming turned and bolted. This time, he didn’t hold back and fled at full speed.
    

    

    
      Anything that could send First and Second Grade experts running in such panic had to be unimaginably terrifying.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang cried out, “Those are Golden Flame Ants! Run! The golden flames on their bodies specifically break protective Gang Yuan!”
    

    

    
      Swish—
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already passed Xu Liangchen, fleeing at maximum speed back to the previous cavern. Just then, several others also ran out from another tunnel.
    

    

    
      His scalp tingled. This cursed place was far too dangerous.
    

    

    
      No wonder the Sea-Calming King hadn’t obtained the key. The forces at his disposal simply couldn’t handle the exotic beasts within.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming no longer fled. He stayed in the cavern, ready to retreat into the earlier passage at any sign of danger.
    

    

    
      Apparently, he wasn’t the only one with that idea. Soon, seven or eight people had gathered beside him.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, once everyone had escaped, the swarming Golden Flame Ants did not pursue. Reaching the edge of the tunnel, they slowly receded.
    

    

    
      Among the exotic beasts he had encountered so far, Chen Ming felt these “Golden Flame Ants” were the most terrifying—primarily due to their overwhelming numbers, and their golden flames being the bane of martial artists.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Swish!
    

    

    
      Just then, a black-clad man walked out from that passage. It was Senior Brother Zhu from the Blood Demon Sect. His crimson eyes first paused on Deng Ziyang for a second, then scanned the cavern, already grasping the current situation.
    

    

    
      Hence, he didn’t strike immediately.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart sank. So fast.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang sent a voice transmission, “As long as I’m not dead, he can’t refine the Blood God Bead. He has to focus on suppressing it and can only use fifty percent of his strength at most.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, A First Grade at fifty percent strength—I still can’t beat him.
    

    

    
      At that moment, an old man suggested, “Everyone, judging by the situation, we won’t be able to move forward unless we deal with these beasts. Don’t think about preserving strength anymore. Let’s all attack together and kill them.”
    

    

    
      This proposal received unanimous agreement.
    

    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    

    
      The old man turned to ask Senior Brother Zhu of the Blood Demon Sect.
    

    

    
      He nodded slightly and said, “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Currently, three exotic beasts had chased them into the cavern: a Lava Lizard, a giant snake with three clusters of blue flames burning atop its head, and an ape whose fur was ablaze.
    

    

    
      Immediately, the ten-plus people divided into three groups and attacked simultaneously.
    

    

    
      Among the thirteen people, excluding Chen Ming and the other two, all were First or Second Grade experts. At this moment, they held nothing back. In an instant, the three terrifying beasts were slain on the spot without a chance to retaliate.
    

    

    
      In particular, five of the First Grade experts delivered the killing blows.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt that these five could probably solo the exotic beasts.
    

    

    
      He recalled how the red-robed Inspector from Six Doors Authority had said that as long as three First Grades worked together, they could obtain the key. It seemed to be true.
    

    

    
      In that case, Six Doors Authority must have already obtained intelligence on this cavern. However, True Art of Profound Fire had been split into three, and no one had reached Fourth Grade, so they couldn’t enter until now.
    

    

    
      But where did Six Doors Authority get their intel?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no time to ponder. He felt a chill down his back. Without turning, he knew it had to be that First Grade from Blood Demon Sect.
    

    

    
      “Too bad the Cangyue Sect people aren’t here. Otherwise, I wouldn’t need to fear him.”
    

    

    
      He was just thinking this when he saw the people from Six Doors Authority emerge from one of the tunnels—clearly, they had also taken care of the Lava Lizard.
    

    

    
      Lord Jin’s gaze landed on Chen Ming with a bit of surprise. “You’re not dead?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “Thanks to your blessing, Lord Jin. Might I ask if you’ve seen Sect Master Ling and his wife from Cangyue Sect?”
    

    

    
      “You took the wrong passage. They didn’t go this way.”
    

    

    
      “That’s unfortunate, then.”
    

    

    
      Lord Jin added, “However, the tunnels here are all interconnected. Each one leads to the final core. Why not join us?”
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      Chen Ming said, “Many thanks for your kindness, my lord. However, I cannot get close to the core area, so I won’t be going with you. I have something to attend to—I need to meet the Sect Master of Cangyue Sect.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he pulled Deng Ziyang along and left.
    

    

    
      That Lord Jin, seeing him mingling with the people of the Blood Demon Sect, frowned slightly, but now wasn’t the time to question such matters. He immediately led his men away. The rest of the people present also left one after another.
    

    

    
      The Senior Brother Zhu of the Blood Demon Sect remained until the very end. Only after everyone had left did he pursue in the direction Chen Ming had taken.
    

    

    
      He walked through the passageway with a relaxed air, as though a cat toying with a mouse.
    

    

    
      After a while, he reached the end of the passage, where another karst cave appeared before his eyes.
    

    

    
      Only then did the sense of ease on his face disappear.
    

    

    
      “Interesting.”
    

    

    
      Senior Brother Zhu murmured while looking at the empty cave.
    

    

    
      That brat took two people with him and still moved so quickly. He had only lagged behind by a dozen breaths, yet they were already gone without a trace.
    

    

    
      “Let’s see where you think you can run.”
    

    

    
      A killing intent flashed through his scarlet eyes as he casually stepped into a tunnel.
    

    

    
      In that case, he had no choice but to resort to the stupidest method—testing his luck.
    

    

    
      After all, the tunnels here were all connected. Sooner or later, he would run into them.
    

    

    
      As for the key, in his heart, it naturally paled in comparison to the “Blood God Bead”. The technique of eternal life was far too distant for him. Competing against so many experts—even if he managed to seize it, in the end it would only benefit that envoy.
    

    

    
      The “Blood God Bead”, however, was uncontested. All he had to do was eliminate those few little rats.
    

    

    
      Was there even a question which one he would choose?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Put me down.”
    

    

    
      In a certain tunnel, Chen Ming finally slowed his pace. Seeing him begin to regulate his breathing, clearly heavily drained, Deng Ziyang spoke up.
    

    

    
      He truly didn’t want to drag Chen Ming down. “You are no longer alone. This young lady holds deep affection for you, willing to live and die alongside you. Such devotion must not be betrayed.”
    

    

    
      As Deng Ziyang spoke, he couldn’t help but think of his late wife, Zhu Xixi, and his heart throbbed with pain.
    

    

    
      Just now, witnessing Yu Haitang protect Chen Ming with her life had reminded him of his own past with his wife. He couldn’t bear to see Chen Ming repeat his tragedy, so he had stepped forward to turn against the three disciples of the Blood Demon Sect.
    

    

    
      He had originally intended to sacrifice himself to help Chen Ming and Yu Haitang escape alive.
    

    

    
      After his wife died, he had already lost the will to live. What had kept him going until now was the hatred in his heart.
    

    

    
      He believed that as long as Chen Ming escaped, he would one day avenge him and his departed wife.
    

    

    
      Then he could finally reunite with her in the Yellow Springs.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought that Chen Ming’s martial arts would be so miraculous? At death’s door, Chen Ming had forcibly pulled him back from the gates of the underworld.
    

    

    
      Now, that dog named Zhu had come in pursuit again.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang knew very well that it was already difficult enough for Chen Ming to carry the young woman along. If he had to bring him too, it wouldn’t be long before that Zhu fellow caught up.
    

    

    
      “He only wants me—”
    

    

    
      “Just now, knowing you would die, why did you save us?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming interrupted him. “You stepped forward for me. Do you think I, Chen Ming, am a coward who fears death?”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang retorted angrily, “Then why must you do this? Do you intend to sacrifice her life for a demonic path cultivator like me?”
    

    

    
      “A mere First Grade won’t kill me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took a deep breath. The energy in his body had fully recovered.
    

    

    
      When “Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens” was pushed to its limit, its speed was indeed astonishing. Even a First Grade Expert had been left eating dust behind him.
    

    

    
      However, the cost was also tremendous—just covering this stretch had already consumed thirty percent of his energy.
    

    

    
      He had no choice but to take out the “Fire Element Pearl” and absorb its energy to replenish his consumed strength.
    

    

    
      This “Fire Element Pearl” contained incredibly pure fire element energy, which could be directly absorbed and quickly restore what was lost.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked him up again and continued on their way.
    

    

    
      Though Deng Ziyang was anxious, there was nothing he could do. To prevent him from interfering, Chen Ming had sealed his inner force.
    

    

    
      Not long after, they arrived at another karst cave. On the ground lay two more corpses of demonic beasts.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t pause at all and entered another tunnel.
    

    

    
      “This direction leads to the core—”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang had circled around here several times and was roughly able to discern the directions. Generally, the central passages led deeper into the core.
    

    

    
      The side tunnels were mostly loops.
    

    

    
      Earlier outside, everyone had heard Shang Jianfei and Yuan Xingzhi say that those who cultivated “Blazing Sun Divine Art” could not enter the core area of the cave mansion.
    

    

    
      Moreover, everyone was heading toward the core. Though they appeared peaceful now, once they dealt with the fire flood dragon, a bloody battle for the key was inevitable.
    

    

    
      In such chaos, it would be extremely dangerous.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “He would never expect us to head that way. That makes it the safest.”
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang worried, “But what if there’s danger in the core area?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, I have my ways.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After about the time it took to burn one incense stick.
    

    

    
      The three of them had already reached the vicinity of the core area. The fire element energy in the air had reached an extreme intensity. Without Chen Ming’s protection, Deng Ziyang would’ve quickly dried up into a corpse.
    

    

    
      The problem was, the fire element energy here was extremely violent and carried fire poison. Absorbing it directly would pollute one’s energy and cause immense harm to the body.
    

    

    
      So the true danger here was from the fire poison.
    

    

    
      Then, Deng Ziyang was shocked to see the protective energy around Chen Ming change—it turned pale green.
    

    

    
      “This is—”
    

    

    
      He was stunned, barely believing his eyes. “You… actually cultivated a second martial art?”
    

    

    
      Normally, a martial artist would only cultivate one technique. It wasn’t impossible to practice multiple, but it was extremely troublesome. Firstly, it consumed too much time. Secondly, there was a risk of internal conflict.
    

    

    
      Thus, those who had two different types of true energy in their bodies were exceedingly rare.
    

    

    
      Yet Chen Ming not only cultivated a second technique, but had also reached the Third Grade. It was truly inconceivable.
    

    

    
      He himself had struggled with just one technique and couldn’t keep up—what did that make him?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming instructed, “This is my secret. Do not tell anyone.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t explain that it was actually the same technique. That couldn’t be explained anyway. How could the same martial art produce two completely different types of energy? No one would believe it.
    

    

    
      Deng Ziyang’s heart trembled. He nodded. “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Just like that, Chen Ming, with Yu Haitang in one arm and Deng Ziyang in the other, finally exited the end of the tunnel.
    

    

    
      What lay before them was an enormous space, so vast that one couldn’t see its end.
    

    

    
      Faintly, they could hear a roar filled with majesty—most likely from the fire flood dragon.
    

    

    
      The fire element energy here was even denser. Sparks floated in the air like fireflies—substantialized fire element energy.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, one spark landed on his protective shield, instantly igniting and burning a hole through it.
    

    

    
      “What terrifying elemental energy.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was shocked and cast off the damaged shield. Without fuel, the flame quickly extinguished.
    

    

    
      He looked around and saw that the space was filled with these fire sparks. Any careless touch would cause damage. At that thought, he activated the “Phoenix Cry Sword” at his waist, sending it forward to brush aside the nearest spark.
    

    

    
      As the sword tip touched the spark, it merged into the blade.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled and quickly retrieved the sword. Holding it in his hand, he sensed a satisfied intent being transmitted through its hum.
    

    

    
      “Looks like these sparks are nourishment for it.”
    

    

    
      Only then did he relax.
    

    

    
      That made sense. This divine weapon was fire-aligned, which was why it resonated so well with his “Mysterious Fire True Art”. Such pure fire element power was naturally a great supplement for it.
    

    

    
      Thus, he used the “Phoenix Cry Sword” to clear the path as he walked forward.
    

    

    
      After several hundred meters, a river appeared before them.
    

    

    
      More precisely, it was a river of lava, filled with flowing molten rock.
    

    

    
      Here, they could finally see the fire flood dragon clearly. In the center of the lava lake ahead, a massive fire flood dragon lay soaking, its body bound by nine chains, unable to leave the lake.
    

    

    
      The other ends of the chains were fixed to nine thick pillars.
    

    

    
      Those nine pillars connected the ground to the top, covered in all kinds of strange symbols. Red light pulsed along the pillar bodies, glowing dimly and brightly as if they were alive.
    

    

    
      This place was most likely the core of the cave mansion.
    

    

    
      Clearly, that fire flood dragon was the formation’s eye.
    

    

    
      Then where was the key?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself and searched for a while, but found nothing resembling a key, which puzzled him. He asked the Yu Haitang in his arms, “Where’s the key?”
    

    

    
      She lazily replied, “It should be in the lava beneath the fire flood dragon.”
    

    

    
      “So, we have to kill the fire flood dragon to obtain the key?”
    

    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    

    
      “If the fire flood dragon dies, will the cave mansion still function?”
    

    

    
      “Of course it will. That fire flood dragon is merely a guardian for the key,” Yu Haitang answered with certainty.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Deng Ziyang couldn’t help but glance at her. She seemed far too familiar with this cave mansion.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally turned his attention to the battle between the First Grade Experts and the fire flood dragon.
    

    

    
      There were seven First Grade Experts in total, including the Sect Master of Cangyue Sect, Ling Qiyang. Madam Yu, however, was nowhere to be seen.
    

    

    
      Though the seven fought together, the fire flood dragon, while appearing to be at a disadvantage, was not seriously injured.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed that it possessed extremely high combat intelligence and always avoided its vital points. Its body was massive—several dozen meters long, as thick as several people’s arms combined. As long as the wounds weren’t at critical points, they meant nothing to it.
    

    

    
      One against seven, and it was still holding its ground.
    

    

    
      Indeed, it had lived for several thousand years. Even though it had been constantly suppressed, it was still far beyond ordinary beings.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Lord Jin of the Six Doors Authority proposed, “Everyone, show your true skills. If this continues, we’ll exhaust ourselves without even killing this beast.”
    

    

    
      This golden-robed inspector was actually a First Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      “Good!”
    

    

    
      “Let’s kill the beast first!”
    

    

    
      At once, several terrifying force fields erupted.
    

    

    
      Even though Chen Ming’s group was over a hundred meters away, they were nearly blown away by the overwhelming aura.
    

    

    
      Such terrifying power cleared the fire element energy in a radius of several hundred meters.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      Along with a flurry of blades and swords, the lava lake ahead suddenly exploded, and countless streams of flaming rain scattered in all directions.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t see the battle clearly at all.
    

    

    
      So this was the power of a First Grade Expert!
    

    

    
      Gripping the “Phoenix Cry Sword”, Chen Ming placed Yu Haitang on the ground and stepped forward. With one move “Myriad Feathers Return to the Sect”, he unleashed a barrage of sword shadows to block the incoming “flaming rain”.
    

    

    
      Ding ding ding—
    

    

    
      At last, the aftermath of that “flaming rain” passed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a wave of emptiness surge through his body, and cold sweat beaded on his forehead.
    

    

    
      Indeed, one should never casually observe battles between experts.
    

    

    
      Just enduring the residual force of a First Grade battle had pushed him to the limit—he had nearly failed to withstand it.
    

    

    
      Just now, every drop of that “flaming rain” was more powerful than a full-strength strike from Gao Chen, a Third Grade Martial Artist.
    

    

    
      “Roar—”
    

    

    
      A deafening roar rang out.
    

    

    
      The fire flood dragon still wasn’t dead!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked again and saw that the lava had dried up. At the bottom of the lake, a golden flame rose up from the earth, appearing nearly tangible.
    

    

    
      To remain unharmed under such ferocious attacks—it could not be an ordinary object.
    

    

    
      “Could that be the key?”
    

    

    
      So he thought, then saw the fire flood dragon again. Its condition was extremely poor, covered in several massive wounds, two of its four claws severed, one eye blinded, and a large portion of its head sliced off.
    

    

    
      And yet, it still wasn’t dead. Its tenacity was truly astonishing.
    

    

    
      Just then, Chen Ming suddenly sensed an unusual fluctuation. He turned sharply and looked at the meditating Yu Haitang with some shock. “No way? At a time like this…”
    

    

    
      That fluctuation was all too familiar to him—it meant that Yu Haitang was attempting a breakthrough to Third Grade.
    

    

    
      Why would she choose now?
    

    

    
      “Old Ghost Yang, how dare you—”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, an urgent and furious voice rang out.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked back and saw that two of the First Grade Experts had already started fighting each other. One of them he recognized—it was the old man who had once escorted Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      The fire flood dragon wasn’t even dead yet, and they were already turning on each other.
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      Just now, the disciple from Cangyue Sect who called himself Xu Liangchen had said that Elder Yang was ambushed by that old freak Feng from the Ji Family, which triggered a chaotic melee.
    

    

    
      Now, the one Elder Yang ambushed was most likely that old freak Feng from the Ji Family.
    

    

    
      As soon as the two clashed, it was like a signal. The others suddenly made their moves as well, coordinating seamlessly to surround Ling Qiyang and another person.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Chen Ming couldn’t help but sigh inwardly. He had to admit, these First Grade Experts were truly in sync. The first thing they did was to join forces against the strongest force present—Cangyue Sect.
    

    

    
      Among the seven First Grade Experts, three were from Cangyue Sect. If the rest didn’t unite against them, they’d be the ones to die miserably.
    

    

    
      Here, it was four against three.
    

    

    
      Even the dozen or so bystanders nearby had also broken out into a chaotic fight. Seven or eight surrounded three others, intending to kill them on the spot.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a bit relieved that he hadn’t gotten too close. Otherwise, he might have also been dragged into the fray.
    

    

    
      Only two people had yet to make a move: the golden-robed Inspector and Princess Mingyu.
    

    

    
      “There’s someone spying over there. Go kill them.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a sharp shout rang out, followed by someone flying toward Chen Ming, filled with murderous intent.
    

    

    
      Damn it!
    

    
      Chen Ming cursed inwardly. Of all times, it had to be now.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang was in the midst of breaking through to Third Grade. She could not be disturbed. Otherwise, it would end just like Su Zhi Ning—death in an instant with the slightest mistake.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but think back to the moment not long ago when she had risked her life to fight Gao Chen head-on to protect him. He sighed in his heart.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      The protective qi shield on his body reverted to red. His entire qi energy had shifted into the Mysterious Fire attribute.
    

    

    
      The incoming attacker was a Second Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      In this environment, he could only switch to Mysterious Fire True Art to barely hold his ground.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took a deep breath. In an instant, the fire element energy drifting in the air surged into his body, transforming into refined qi energy. The protective qi around his body grew more stable.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, those seven First Grade Experts had struck simultaneously earlier, draining all the “Starfire”. Otherwise, a single breath might’ve burned through his qi sea.
    

    

    
      With sword in hand, he whispered, “Phoenix Cry Sword, I’m counting on you this time!”
    

    

    
      The “Phoenix Cry Sword”, having absorbed a massive amount of “Starfire”, had flames burning along its blade. At his words, it let out a resonant hum, then shone fiercely, the flames becoming scorching bright.
    

    

    
      “Die!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took the initiative, charging toward the Second Grade Expert. While airborne, he slashed out a wildly ferocious sword energy.
    

    

    
      “Third Grade?”
    

    

    
      The Second Grade Expert clearly recognized Chen Ming and was stunned. This wasn’t an ordinary Third Grade—he wielded a Peerless Divine Art weapon. Such immense power was nothing to scoff at.
    

    

    
      He was just about to evade when he realized, to his shock, that he’d been locked onto.
    

    

    
      “Sword Intent?”
    

    

    
      This shock was no small matter.
    

    

    
      The biggest difference between Second and Third Grade Martial Artists lay in Sword Intent.
    

    

    
      Once Sword Intent was grasped, it opened the door to various profound techniques. The simplest of them—locking onto an opponent with one’s will.
    

    

    
      Once locked, any movement would be instantly detected.
    

    

    
      No matter how fast a person moved, could they move faster than intent?
    

    
      While the enemy tried to dodge, the user would instantly adjust and still land the strike.
    

    

    
      Thus, ordinary Third Grades were like transparent targets before Second Grades—not even worthy opponents.
    

    

    
      But if a Third Grade mastered Sword Intent, they’d rarely meet their match among peers. Though rare as phoenix feathers, such individuals did exist.
    

    

    
      The Second Grade Expert’s mind raced. A massive question loomed—this kid who’d just entered the Qingyun Ranking two months ago had not only jumped straight to Third Grade, but even comprehended Sword Intent?
    

    

    
      Shocked as he was, his reaction remained swift—he retreated explosively.
    

    

    
      In this environment, consumed qi was hard to replenish. The more he could conserve, the better. Retaining more strength was the key to surviving what came next.
    

    

    
      His speed was incredible. He seemed to defy physical law—transitioning from attack to retreat seamlessly, without the slightest delay.
    

    

    
      He was fast. Chen Ming was faster.
    

    

    
      With Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens cultivated to the fourth level, Chen Ming’s speed surpassed most Third Grades.
    

    

    
      In a flash, not only had he failed to create distance, he was instead chased down.
    

    

    
      Damn it!
    

    

    
      Qin Chang’an knew he couldn’t dodge and had to take the blow head-on.
    

    

    
      An overwhelming surge of Sword Intent erupted. He saw Chen Ming’s blazing blade coming. With a flash, the black saber in his hand shattered the sword energy apart.
    

    

    
      The residual force of that black saber’s energy slashed toward Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Chen Ming raised his sword to block, only to feel an unstoppable force crashing into him, sending him flying over ten meters before he managed to neutralize it.
    

    

    
      He praised, “Excellent saber technique!”
    

    

    
      “In just a few months, you leapt from Fifth Grade to Third Grade. You must be hiding some massive secret.”
    

    

    
      Qin Chang’an stared fixedly at Chen Ming, licking his dry lips, voice filled with excitement.
    

    

    
      That gaze struck a chord in Chen Ming. “You’re from the Qin Family?”
    

    

    
      Qin Chang’an replied proudly, “Qin Chang’an.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming raised a brow. “So you were the top of the Qingyun Ranking the round before last. A pleasure to meet you.”
    

    

    
      “You’re trying to stall, waiting for that little girl from the Yu Family to break into Third Grade, aren’t you?”
    

    

    
      Qin Chang’an immediately saw through his ploy, yet didn’t strike. He, too, was stalling for time.
    

    

    
      Even though Chen Ming wielded a Peerless Divine Art weapon and had grasped Sword Intent, he was still just Third Grade. The threat wasn’t that great.
    

    

    
      While clashing with Chen Ming earlier, Qin Chang’an had also kept an eye on the larger battle.
    

    

    
      That battle was ferocious—people had already died.
    

    

    
      That old ghost Yang from Cangyue Sect, already seriously injured from Elder Feng of the Ji Family’s ambush, ultimately fell under the joint assault of two First Grades.
    

    

    
      Of course, those two weren’t unscathed—they were heavily wounded by Elder Yang’s final strike.
    

    

    
      As for Second Grades, two were already dead. The rest were all injured.
    

    

    
      Qin Chang’an was horrified. Jiangzhou had been relatively peaceful in recent years. Not even Third Grades died easily—let alone First Grades.
    

    

    
      Today, right here, one First Grade and two Second Grades had died—
    

    

    
      Make that three Second Grades now.
    

    

    
      He felt incredibly fortunate to have had a reason to avoid that bloody battlefield. Doing the math in his head, he wasn't eager to kill this brat immediately. Better to delay as long as possible, ideally until the fighting concluded…
    

    

    
      Seeing Qin Chang’an still hadn’t acted, Chen Ming roughly guessed his thinking and commented with some emotion, “After today, Jiangzhou is bound to be thrown into chaos.”
    

    

    
      This great battle would reshape the power dynamics of Jiangzhou. With blood grudges between major factions, peaceful coexistence would become impossible.
    

    

    
      Especially between Cangyue Sect and the Ji Family—they would fight until only one remained.
    

    

    
      The only winner would be the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Qin Chang’an sneered, “You’d best worry about yourself. Getting involved in this mess—you really don’t know the meaning of death.”
    

    

    
      “You hate me a lot. Why’s that?”
    

    

    
      “Qin Changyuan may be a fool, but he’s still of the Qin Family. You embarrassed him, you embarrassed us. If it were outside, I wouldn’t have bothered with you. But today, you’ve chosen death.”
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      The battle on the other side had reached its climax. Ling Qiyang and his comrade were about to be slain under the three-man assault.
    

    

    
      At that moment, one of the attackers suddenly withdrew.
    

    

    
      Ling Qiyang seized the opening and unleashed a fearsome killing move. Terrifying power swept out, the dazzling light blinding all eyes.
    

    

    
      When the light faded, two were down—one dead, one injured.
    

    

    
      Ling Qiyang fared no better. His aura was terribly weak. His companion had been gravely wounded too—one arm severed.
    

    

    
      Among the seven First Grades: two dead, four wounded. Only the one who withdrew had the lightest injuries.
    

    

    
      “Ji Hongxin, you despicable coward!”
    

    

    
      The one injured by Ling Qiyang roared in rage, wishing he could rush over and chop down the traitor.
    

    

    
      “Hahahaha—”
    

    

    
      Ji Hongxin laughed maniacally. “A bunch of fools, killing each other before even getting the prize. Heaven truly favors me.”
    

    

    
      “Ji Hongxin, even if you snatch the key with such vile means, can you keep it once we’re out of here?”
    

    

    
      “Why act so foolishly? Think you can kill that Fire Flood Dragon alone?”
    

    

    
      “You’re being stupid, Brother Ji!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed a shift in Qin Chang’an’s expression and remarked, “That heavily injured First Grade—isn’t he from the Qin Family? I heard the Ji Family’s always been your vassals. Who knew they’d backstab you now?”
    

    

    
      Qin Chang’an shot him a cold look but still held back from striking.
    

    

    
      The Qin Family had sent two First Grades, both now seriously injured. With the situation uncertain, he couldn’t afford to waste qi carelessly.
    

    

    
      Just then, Chen Ming felt a familiar aura burst from behind him. He relaxed. Yu Haitang had successfully broken through to Third Grade.
    

    

    
      She primarily cultivated Mysterious Wood True Art, but also trained in Mysterious Fire True Art. Even fresh from a breakthrough, she was a powerful ally—whether to fight or flee, their odds had improved greatly.
    

    

    
      “So you really were hiding here.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a mocking voice came from behind.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned and saw, not far off, a First Grade Expert from Blood Demon Sect. His heart sank.
    

    

    
      In the distance, Ji Hongxin’s voice rang out, “My Lord, your subordinate was late in coming. Please forgive me.”
    

    

    
      My Lord?
    

    

    
      That term sent chills through Chen Ming. He smelled conspiracy.
    

    

    
      Even the First Grade Expert from Blood Demon Sect was drawn by Ji Hongxin’s words. He looked up and saw Ji Hongxin kneeling. When he saw whom he knelt to, his expression turned bizarre.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Yu Haitang—now a full Third Grade—stepped up to Chen Ming’s side. A slender hand gripped his.
    

    

    
      Her soft voice reached his ear, “With me here, don’t be afraid.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at her and nodded. Then he looked toward Ji Hongxin, a hundred meters away—only to see him kneeling before that Fire Flood Dragon.
    

    

    
      What was going on?
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      “What’s going on?”
    

    

    
      That Ji Family’s Ji Hongxin had to be insane. He was actually kneeling before a Fire Flood Dragon, addressing it as “Lord”?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found the scene somewhat grotesque.
    

    

    
      According to historical records, in the ancient times ten thousand years ago, this world had been overrun with beastkind. Only later did the Human race rise to become the world's dominant force.
    

    

    
      In the Eternal Life Immortal Dynasty, there were also many accounts of nobles raising beasts.
    

    

    
      It was even said that the Eternal Life Emperor had a favored consort who was a descendant of the Beast Emperor.
    

    

    
      Until recent times, the beast race had completely vanished. Most believed they were merely beings from myth.
    

    

    
      “Could it be that this Ji Family carries beastkind blood in their veins? Is that why they hold such natural reverence for them?”
    

    

    
      That was the thought running through Chen Ming’s mind.
    

    

    
      “It’s you!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the palace-robed young girl hiding far off shouted with agitation, “It was you who betrayed my royal father back then!”
    

    

    
      This young girl was indeed the Sea-Calming King’s supposed daughter—Princess Mingyu.
    

    

    
      From the looks of it, she truly considered herself the daughter of the Sea-Calming King.
    

    

    
      “Betray?”
    

    

    
      Ji Hongxin reacted as though he’d just heard a joke. “I merely used him. If not for me, how would he have learned of the Eternal Life False Tomb? And how could he have possibly made it here?”
    

    

    
      The more the crowd listened, the more uneasy they felt. Things were turning more bizarre by the moment. So Ji Hongxin had been the true mastermind all along?
    

    

    
      What exactly was he trying to accomplish?
    

    

    
      That Lord Jin from the Six Doors Authority had a gaping wound through his chest. He roared, “Ji Hongxin, have you gone mad? You’re actually recognizing a beast as your master?!”
    

    

    
      Ji Hongxin didn’t get angry. He merely sneered, “What do you people understand?”
    

    

    
      Having said that, he ignored them completely and turned fervently toward the Fire Flood Dragon. “Lord, among these people, is there a body you fancy?”
    

    

    
      The enormous Fire Flood Dragon lay on the ground, its wounds continuously leaking blood that hit the earth like molten magma. It raised its head, and within its sole remaining eye, a faint purple light emerged, sweeping over every person present.
    

    

    
      Even Chen Ming, standing over a hundred meters away, felt a chilling gaze wash over him. A shiver ran through his body, as if he had been completely seen through.
    

    

    
      That Senior Brother Zhu of the Blood Demon Sect saw the scene unfold, and his expression shifted. He exclaimed, “It’s the Undying Demon Lord!”
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      The moment those words left his mouth, many people’s expressions changed drastically.
    

    

    
      An elder shouted, “Impossible! Wasn’t the Undying Demon Lord sealed atop Heavenly Extremity Mountain?”
    

    

    
      “Could it be one of the remnants of the Immortal Demon Sect from back then?”
    

    

    
      “No wonder Ji Hongxin would commit such insanity—he’s become a puppet of the Immortal Demon Sect.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quietly asked Yu Haitang beside him, “What’s the background of this Undying Demon Lord?”
    

    

    
      He was admittedly lacking in this area of knowledge. His cultivation had risen too quickly, leaving him no time to catch up.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s expression was solemn as she sent a voice transmission, “In the Cult of Eternal Life, there are six Demon Lords. The Undying Demon Lord is one of them. Back then, he obtained the Eternal Life Method from the Fourth False Tomb, thereby cultivating the Undying Demon Soul and becoming an immortal and undying existence. He founded the Immortal Demon Sect.
    

    

    
      “The Undying Demon Soul can split off fragments to parasitize others, turning them unknowingly into puppets who obey the soul’s every command. It’s terrifying beyond words. In the previous dynasty, this Undying Demon Lord was suppressed by the Demon Suppression Division atop Heavenly Extremity Mountain.”
    

    

    
      He was actually one of the Demon Lords of the Cult of Eternal Life!
    

    

    
      That put him among the highest echelons of existence in this world.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed that the two gold-robed Inspectors from the Six Doors Authority had turned deathly pale, completely bloodless. One of them even began quietly retreating while shielding Princess Mingyu.
    

    

    
      A wave of dread surged through Chen Ming as his scalp tingled at the sight of their reactions.
    

    

    
      Damn it. Don’t tell me he really hit the jackpot this time?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Trying to run? Too late!”
    

    

    
      Ji Hongxin laughed maniacally. Suddenly, everyone realized that the nine stone pillars were glowing red, forming an enormous light barrier that trapped them all within.
    

    

    
      The gold-robed Inspector protecting Princess Mingyu burst forward at full speed, drew a long saber, and slashed at the barrier with all his might.
    

    

    
      An explosive force erupted.
    

    

    
      He was a First Grade Expert!
    

    

    
      This slash, infused with the full power of a First Grade Expert, only caused a faint ripple on the barrier before it quickly stabilized.
    

    

    
      Seeing the reaction from a First Grade cultivator of the Six Doors Authority, anyone with half a brain immediately understood and scattered in every direction.
    

    

    
      Ji Hongxin didn’t attempt to stop them. He remained kneeling before the Fire Flood Dragon, utterly unconcerned about anyone escaping.
    

    

    
      From the beast’s sole eye, the purple glow grew increasingly intense, gradually coalescing into a human figure.
    

    

    
      Eventually, the figure took shape. It seemed both corporeal and illusory, radiating an eerie and demonic aura.
    

    

    
      The grievously wounded Fire Flood Dragon suddenly collapsed, as if its life had been drained away.
    

    

    
      In a flash, the purple figure shot toward the only untouched First Grade Expert present—the gold-robed Inspector protecting Princess Mingyu.
    

    

    
      “No—!”
    

    

    
      That Inspector slashed at the purple figure, but his blade cut through empty air.
    

    

    
      The purple shadow pierced directly into his forehead.
    

    

    
      It was as if he had been frozen by a spell, locked in place mid-swing.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Lord Jin roared, “Kill him! If you don’t, we’re all going to die here!”
    

    

    
      Anyone capable of reaching First Grade was not lacking in decisiveness. They struck without hesitation. Even Ling Qiyang, who had just been severely wounded during the earlier battle, acted immediately.
    

    

    
      That Senior Brother Zhu of the Blood Demon Sect also unleashed a saber strike.
    

    

    
      No one understood better than he how terrifying the Undying Demon Lord was. As fellow members of the Cult of Eternal Life, he was all too familiar with their methods and tendencies.
    

    

    
      Within the Cult, there were six major sects constantly warring amongst themselves.
    

    

    
      Let alone inter-sect conflict—even within the same sect, betrayal and slaughter were common. It was par for the course in the Cult of Eternal Life.
    

    

    
      Among them, the Undying Demon Lord was the most fearsome. Being possessed by one of his soul fragments was a fate worse than death.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was completely numb. A battle of this scale was beyond anything he could contribute to. If the Phoenix Cry Sword were fully restored to its peak, it might have stood a chance of injuring a First Grade.
    

    

    
      But now, he’d be better off conserving his strength.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yu Haitang grabbed him. Seizing the opportunity while no one was paying attention, they darted toward the Fire Flood Dragon.
    

    

    
        Strictly speaking, it was the golden flame beside the Fire Flood Dragon.
    

    

    
      Acting alongside him was Deng Ziyang. He lunged toward several corpses on the ground—three of Second Grade, two of First Grade.
    

    

    
      To him, these freshly deceased corpses were the most precious.
    

    

    
      He targeted one of the Second Grade corpses, plunging the "Blood God Bead" into it, devouring everything within.
    

    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    

    
      The movements of Yu Haitang and Chen Ming were noticed by Ji Hongxin. A faint purple light flickered in his eyes as he casually struck out with his palm.
    

    

    
      In his eyes, these two brats of Third Grade could be killed with a casual wave.
    

    

    
      That palm transformed into a giant hand of Gang Force, slamming down toward Chen Ming and Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart tightened as if facing a formidable enemy. Just as he was about to pull Yu Haitang to dodge, he realized—he couldn’t move her.
    

    

    
      What was going on?
    

    

    
      He was startled to find that Yu Haitang’s entire aura had shifted. A vibrant surge of vitality erupted, rapidly rising, quickly surpassing the threshold of First Grade, exuding an unfathomable presence.
    

    

    
      Above her head, a tender shoot emerged. It appeared both real and illusory, giving off an extremely strange sensation.
    

    

    
      From that shoot, Chen Ming felt the majesty of life itself.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang raised her hand, and the giant Gang Force hand instantly dissipated. Ji Hongxin, who was ten zhang away, didn’t even let out a groan before his body exploded into a mist of blood.
    

    

    
      Faintly, there seemed to be a bloodcurdling scream.
    

    

    
      A First Grade expert, just like that, was utterly annihilated.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was dumbfounded. What kind of power was this?
    

    

    
      After dealing with Ji Hongxin, Yu Haitang stepped forward, pulling Chen Ming to the side of that golden flame and reached out to grab it.
    

    

    
      Sss—
    

    

    
      The golden flame burst into a searing light, seemingly resisting Yu Haitang’s grasp.
    

    

    
      For a moment, she couldn’t retrieve it.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, the First Grade Gold-Robed Inspector was instantly killed under the combined assault of everyone, his body chopped into several pieces.
    

    

    
      Soon, that purple figure shot out again, pouncing on another person.
    

    

    
      That man’s face turned ashen. He frantically swung his weapon, but it was useless. The purple shadow, as if incorporeal, drilled into his glabella.
    

    

    
      Then, the attacks of several other First Grade experts followed, slicing him into pieces as well.
    

    

    
      The purple shadow chose yet another target…
    

    

    
      In no time, there were barely any survivors left. Anyone who was possessed—even before they lost full control—would be immediately slaughtered by the others, as if they wished to tear them limb from limb.
    

    

    
      It was like a death game. Whoever was marked by the purple shadow was doomed to die.
    

    

    
      That Senior Brother Zhu of the Blood Demon Sect was dead.
    

    

    
      Lord Jin of the Six Doors Authority was dead too.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt his scalp go numb. These were all First Grade experts, yet they were dying one after another, as easily as chopping vegetables.
    

    

    
      At a time like this, the higher the cultivation, the quicker one died.
    

    

    
      Finally, all the First Grade experts were nearly wiped out, leaving only a gravely wounded and dying Ling Qiyang.
    

    

    
      That purple shadow seemed to sense something, abandoning the few remaining people and flying in another direction.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw the purple shadow flying toward him and couldn’t help but feel his scalp tingle.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      At that very moment, Yu Haitang finally managed to extract the golden flame. The earth trembled and mountains shook. A fissure cracked open in the ground, revealing a vast sea of lava below. The lava surged upward, as if to engulf everything.
    

    

    
      “Careful!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shouted a warning.
    

    

    
      The purple shadow was charging straight at Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      She remained calm, raising the golden flame in her hand. A blazing light of utmost yang and hardness radiated forth.
    

    

    
      The purple shadow was momentarily stalled, as if frozen in place.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the attacks of the surrounding Second Grade experts came crashing down toward Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      Everyone had developed an instinctive reaction: whoever was targeted by the purple shadow must die.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang had expended a tremendous amount of energy to extract the golden flame. Her aura had weakened significantly. She raised her hand and barely blocked the attacks of nearly ten Second Grade experts.
    

    

    
      The purple shadow also took this opportunity to break free from the golden light’s control, veering and darting toward Chen Ming beside Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      Damn it!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming cursed in his heart. He caught a glimpse of those Second Grade experts preparing to focus their attacks on him. Releasing Yu Haitang’s hand, he miraculously evaded the purple shadow’s lunge.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he also dodged the deadly attacks of the Second Grade experts.
    

    

    
      The movement technique from "Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens" was pushed to its limit.
    

    

    
      He was fast. The purple shadow was faster.
    

    

    
      While midair, the purple shadow caught up to him and plunged into his glabella.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s body went rigid, losing all control, plummeting straight into the molten sea within the ground fissure.
    

    

    
      “No!”
    

    

    
      A heart-wrenching scream echoed from above. Chen Ming smiled bitterly inside. Was this the end?
    

    

    
      Just as his consciousness was about to be submerged by the purple light, a sudden burst of golden light flared. A mass of golden flame appeared, driving away the purple glow.
    

    

    
      “It’s that golden flame!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood. Turning his head, he saw Yu Haitang flying swiftly toward him. The tender shoot above her head grew fainter and eventually vanished.
    

    

    
      Her aura also declined, returning to the Third Grade level.
    

    

    
      At this moment, half of Chen Ming’s body had already sunk into the lava. Countless thoughts flashed through his mind. In the end, all he could do was raise his hand and muster the last of his Gang Force for one final strike.
    

    

    
      Survive!
    

    

    
      Immediately after, he was completely engulfed by the lava.
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      Chapter 196: I Am His Unwed Wife
    

    

    
      North of Qingfeng City lay a mountainous region. Traveling two days and a night into the mountains, there was a place called Chenjia Ditch. Situated in a mountain ravine, everyone in the village bore the surname Chen, hence the name.
    

    

    
      In recent days, Chenjia Ditch had been especially lively.
    

    

    
      Chen Lao Jiu, who had three mulberry trees planted at his doorstep, had a younger brother who had struck it rich. He opened a medicine shop in Qingfeng City, bought a house and land, and over twenty years ago had already become the wealthiest household in the village.
    

    

    
      Now, Chen Lao Jiu’s nephew had returned with over a dozen carts full of goods. His extravagance was astounding, leaving the villagers wide-eyed.
    

    

    
      It was said that the Chen family had produced a remarkable figure who had made it onto some kind of Azure Sky List—whatever it was, it was something impressive. The well-dressed Young Master Chen claimed that this time, he had returned to repair the ancestral tombs.
    

    

    
      The commotion even drew the attention of the prominent figures from the nearby town, who all came in turn to visit this Young Master Chen.
    

    

    
      His generosity was unmatched—upon his return, he hosted three days straight of open banquets, with unlimited rice and as much meat as one could eat.
    

    

    
      The villagers had never seen such a grand display. They all said that Chen Lao Jiu’s ancestral tombs must have been blessed, producing such a prosperous descendant.
    

    

    
      Before repairing the ancestral tombs, Young Master Chen had the ancestral hall rebuilt first, making it even grander and more imposing than the Li family’s in town.
    

    

    
      When the ancestral hall was completed, the entire village attended.
    

    

    
      For everyone in Chenjia Ditch, it was a great day.
    

    

    
      On such a day, a group of strangers suddenly arrived, all on horseback. Then, a woman strode into the ancestral hall.
    

    

    
      By tradition, women were not allowed inside. But strangely, no one stopped her—everyone just stared blankly, as if frozen in place.
    

    

    
      “Mother, look! A fairy!”
    

    

    
      Only when a child cried out did the silence break.
    

    

    
      Indeed, the woman looked like a celestial fairy descended from the heavens. These mountain folk had never seen anyone like her before. Each felt ashamed of their own appearance and dared not speak, afraid of offending this fairy.
    

    

    
      It was the city-born Young Master Chen who had the courage to step forward and ask, “May I ask what brings the young lady here?”
    

    

    
      The fairy-like woman gave a graceful bow. “My surname is Yu. I am Chen Ming’s unwed wife. Greetings, elder brother.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui stared at this peerlessly beautiful woman who claimed to be his younger brother’s fiancée, completely dumbfounded, unsure how to respond.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      What should have been a grand event recorded in the clan genealogy ended up ending hastily. Everyone was abuzz, talking about that fairy-like woman.
    

    

    
      At the Chen household, Madam Wei was stunned when she saw her little brother-in-law’s unwed wife and could not help feeling inferior.
    

    

    
      Even the four maids standing behind her were all more beautiful than herself.
    

    

    
      Chen Lide tried to put on a composed demeanor, but his eyes kept stealing glances at this “little aunt.”
    

    

    
      Chen Lirong hid behind her elder brother, sneaking peeks at her “little aunt” without blinking.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui asked, “Where’s Erlang? Why didn’t he come back with you?”
    

    

    
      This self-proclaimed unwed wife of Chen Ming was none other than Yu Haitang, who had returned from that “cave dwelling.” She replied softly, “He is in seclusion and cannot leave, so he asked me to come.”
    

    

    
      “I see.” Chen Rui took a tactical sip of tea and complained, “That Erlang… to have decided a lifelong commitment with you, yet not even tell me.”
    

    

    
      Neither he nor Madam Wei doubted her words in the slightest.
    

    

    
      With her peerless beauty, if she favored Erlang, it truly was as though their ancestors’ tombs were emitting blue smoke. A woman’s reputation was of utmost importance—how could she lie about such a thing?
    

    

    
      The Chen family was no lofty aristocratic clan. If she said it was so, then it was so.
    

    

    
      Besides, they naturally assumed that if Erlang were to marry, it would surely be a once-in-a-lifetime beauty such as her.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, “It is presumptuous of me, but I heard many women fancy him. I came here to make my status clear, so those fluttering orioles and swallows will stop pestering him.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui quickly replied, “The young lady overthinks it. Erlang has always kept himself pure and never showed the slightest favor to other women.”
    

    

    
      Though, in truth, he was being a bit disingenuous.
    

    

    
      From what he knew, there was a Xiaoshui Sect girl, the daughter of Inspector Zhao Shouchang, and even a Miss Zhong he kept at home with an ambiguous relationship.
    

    

    
      Still, in front of Yu Haitang, he would certainly speak well of his younger brother.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the main hall door swung open.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui, about to scold someone, looked up and froze.
    

    

    
      A young woman in snow-white clothes, ethereal and otherworldly, entered. Her beauty was not of this world, her demeanor as cold as a moon goddess from the heavens.
    

    

    
      Unbelievable—today he had encountered two women whose beauty defied mortal comparison.
    

    

    
      Madam Wei also froze.
    

    

    
      Chen Lide looked back and forth between the two, mouth slightly agape in shock.
    

    

    
      Chen Lirong covered her mouth, feeling her eyes could hardly take in so much beauty.
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman entered and asked, “Where is he?”
    

    

    
      From her demeanor, she clearly knew Yu Haitang.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Chen Rui had an intuition that the “he” she referred to was his younger brother Erlang.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said coolly, “What does it have to do with you?”
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman’s long sleeves fluttered slightly as she repeated, “Where is he?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang replied faintly, “Everyone present is Ming Lang’s family. Do you intend to make a move here?”
    

    

    
      The white-clad woman’s gaze swept over Chen Rui and the others—and then she was simply gone, as if she had vanished into thin air.
    

    

    
      Such a feat left the Chen family startled and uncertain, convinced it was an immortal’s power.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said, “Don’t worry. She’s just one of those orioles and swallows who cling to Ming Lang. She’s here for me, not to harm you.”
    

    

    
      Uh?
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Rui first breathed a sigh of relief, then felt awkward.
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang then said, “I’m tired.”
    

    

    
      “Chunxiang, Xiaxiang, take the young lady to rest.”
    

    

    
      After she left, Chen Rui and his wife exchanged glances.
    

    

    
      “How did Erlang meet this Miss Yu? And that other one just now…”
    

    

    
      “I’d like to know as well.”
    

    

    
      Chen Rui was now extremely curious—what on earth had Erlang experienced in Jiangzhou City to attract two such peerless women?
    

    

    
      Only when Erlang returned would they get their answers.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The old Chen residence had been expanded several times and was now quite large.
    

    

    
      Chen Rui arranged for Yu Haitang to stay in the courtyard meant for Chen Ming, though he had never actually lived there before.
    

    

    
      Two years ago, Chen Rui had instructed Chen Lao Jiu, who stayed in the old residence, to rebuild the courtyard. It was now spacious, with many new furnishings.
    

    

    
      Once inside, Yu Haitang dismissed her maids.
    

    

    
      A while later, Su Zhi Ning appeared, asking the same question, “Where is he?”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang said faintly, “He’s dead.”
    

    

    
      The longsword on Su Zhi Ning’s back quivered, and her clear, deep eyes grew cold. “How did he die?”
    

    

    
      “He died saving me—”
    

    

    
      Yu Haitang’s mind went back to that day.
    

    

    
      In the depths underground, before Chen Ming was swallowed by molten lava, he had struck out with one palm. That strike had saved her life, pushing her back onto the shore.
    

    

    
      “I should have gone with him… He told me to live well… I still have things unfinished…”
    

    

    
      Her voice grew quieter, tears dripping down one by one. She didn’t even notice that Su Zhi Ning was gone.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning didn’t know how she had left Chenjia Ditch. She walked from daylight into nightfall.
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, she returned to the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion.
    

    

    
      Now, only Shang Jianfei remained there, tending the flowers like an old farmer.
    

    

    
      She stood in the garden, gazing at the bright moon above. The sword on her back seemed to hum faintly, resonating with her emotions.
    

    

    
      She didn’t know how long she stood there before softly asking, “Did he really die in there?”
    

    

    
      She wasn’t asking Shang Jianfei.
    

    

    
      At some point, another person had appeared behind her—a man in white robes. It was her master, Yuan Zhixing.
    

    

    
      Seeing his disciple’s sorrow, Yuan Zhixing sighed inwardly. This disciple still could not overcome the trial of love.
    

    

    
      “It’s true.”
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      “It’s complicated—”
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      Yuan Zhixing explained softly, “It began a hundred years ago. Due to an accident, the Immortal-Destroying Demon Lord who had been suppressed atop Heavenly Extremity Mountain escaped. Several of our sect’s elders pursued it to Qingfeng City, where they vanished.
    

    

    
      “Since then, our sect sent people many times to search, but could not find the Immortal-Destroying Demon Soul’s trace. It now appears that, to escape pursuit, it fled into that cave dwelling. To conceal itself, it wiped out the family guarding the place.
    

    

    
      “But it underestimated the Eternal Life Emperor. That cave dwelling was easy to enter but hard to leave, trapping it for a century. It had no choice but to possess the body of a fire flood dragon.
    

    

    
      “After a hundred years, this puppet of the Immortal-Destroying Demon Soul finally found an opportunity—spreading rumors and leading a group into the cave to find a key. Its plan was to possess one of them and then kill the rest, leaving undetected.
    

    

    
      “This time, not only did Chen Ming die, but seven First Grade experts and several Second Grade ones perished as well. In the end, the Immortal-Destroying Demon Soul possessed Chen Ming. With his unyielding nature, he refused to become the Demon Lord’s puppet and decisively leapt into a lava vein. His body is likely gone without a trace.”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning listened in silence, gazing blankly at the bright moon.
    

    

    
      After a long while, she asked, “Did the demon soul die?”
    

    

    
      Yuan Zhixing shook his head. “It’s difficult. Back then, even several Heaven and Man Realm experts could not destroy it, only suppress it and wear down its undying nature. Nearly a thousand years have passed, and still it has not been eradicated. A mere lava flow is unlikely to end it.”
    

    

    
      “Master.”
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      “I want to avenge him.”
    

    

    
      Yuan Zhixing suddenly asked, “What if he’s not dead, but has been taken over by that Immortal-Destroying Demon Soul—what would you do?”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      After a long silence, Su Zhi Ning turned, her expression solemn as she looked at her master. “I would kill it!”
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      Chapter 197: Gu Xianyu
    

    

    
      Deep within the bottomless cave, dark red magma flowed everywhere, occasionally bubbling up and releasing a puff of black smoke.
    

    

    
      A heavy stench of sulfur permeated the surroundings — for ordinary people, this was a place of certain death.
    

    

    
      “Gu Xianyu, you think hiding here means we can’t find you?”
    

    

    
      A fat and a thin figure descended from above, glaring maliciously at the young man slumped in the corner, covered in blood.
    

    

    
      Gu Xianyu cried out in despair, “I’ve already fled all the way to Xiazhou, why won’t you let me go?”
    

    

    
      The fatter man said with a hint of pity, “Blame yourself for insisting on acknowledging your ancestry. Seventh Young Master, may you go well. In your next life, be born into a better family—”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the magma river beside them began bubbling violently, as if something were about to emerge from it.
    

    

    
      The two were extremely alert and instantly decided to strike at the Seventh Young Master.
    

    

    
      The Seventh Young Master reacted swiftly, leaping several feet into the air, but still failed to dodge. He was sliced cleanly in half at the waist, not dying immediately, and let out a shrill, miserable scream on the ground.
    

    

    
      At that moment, something finally burst out from beneath the magma — it was a completely naked human figure.
    

    

    
      The two, who had been on high alert, were stunned. They had never imagined a person could emerge from under magma.
    

    

    
      “Where the hell have you dragged me to now?”
    

    

    
      It was a young man, not a single stitch on his body, holding only a strangely shaped longsword, yelling in midair.
    

    

    
      His appearance was far too bizarre.
    

    

    
      The fat man and the thin man exchanged glances, then struck simultaneously — one with a saber, one with a sword — toward the strange man in midair.
    

    

    
      It was almost a sneak attack.
    

    

    
      This was because the assassination they were carrying out had to remain absolutely secret; no one could be allowed to know. This man was strange, his strength unknown, but for secrecy’s sake, they had to kill him.
    

    

    
      The moment they struck, the man seemed to sense it. He snapped his head toward them, coldly “hmph”ed, and raised his longsword to block — deflecting their combined full-force attack.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      Seeing how easily he had done this, the two realized his strength was likely far beyond theirs. They felt dread rising, but before they could react, they heard a resonant hum.
    

    

    
      A heart-wrenching sadness surged into their chests, a pain beyond description.
    

    

    
      This is bad.
    

    

    
      It was sword intent!
    

    

    
      Just as they realized this, the sword was already upon them.
    

    

    
      The protective true essence barrier that could withstand the full-strength attack of a Third Grade Expert popped like a bubble under the sword’s tip.
    

    

    
      A peerless divine weapon?
    

    

    
      The thought flashed through their minds — and then their throats were pierced, killing them instantly.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV75 enemy, gaining 300,000 Experience Points.】
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV76 enemy, gaining 320,000 Experience Points.】
    

    

    
      The man who had crawled out of the magma was none other than Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know how long he had been soaking in the magma, only that he had drifted endlessly along the earth’s veins until he finally found an exit and escaped with his life.
    

    

    
      And the moment he emerged, he ran into two Third Grade Experts who suddenly tried to kill him, giving him quite a scare.
    

    

    
      If others wanted to kill him, of course he would not be polite — and so, without mercy, he killed them instead.
    

    

    
      If they had been Fourth Grade Experts, he might have spared one to interrogate them on why they were after him.
    

    

    
      But with Third Grade Experts, killing them outright was much safer.
    

    

    
      What surprised him was how weak they were, dying in an instant.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly sensed something and turned toward the young man who had been sliced in half yet was still stubbornly crawling toward him. “There’s still one alive.”
    

    

    
      “Save… save me…”
    

    

    
      The young man reached out a trembling hand, his face twisted in pain as he begged for help.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed that he was wearing the official uniform of the Six Doors Authority, and was actually a Fifth Grade Constable.
    

    

    
      Those two Third Grade Experts were truly bold, daring to assassinate someone from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Sorry, I can’t save you.”
    

    

    
      If it had been another type of injury, his Mysterious Wood True Art might have been able to help. But with wounds like this, he was helpless.
    

    

    
      Then he noticed that the man’s wound was actually frozen over. This meant he cultivated an ice-attribute technique to freeze the wound and stop the bleeding.
    

    

    
      Even so, with such a fatal injury, he wouldn’t survive. His life force was slipping away, and death was imminent.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Chen Ming suddenly had an idea — why not use him for an experiment?
    

    

    
      “You can’t speak now, so I want to know if you have any last wishes. If possible, I’ll fulfill them for you. But I’ll have to stab you. How about it?”
    

    

    
      “You don’t answer, I’ll take that as agreement.”
    

    

    
      With that, he thrust his sword into the young man’s body.
    

    

    
      Instantly, the Phoenix Cry Sword, which had completely changed its appearance, emitted a faint purple glow.
    

    

    
      The young man froze for a moment, then seemed much more at peace, and passed away.
    

    

    
      “Let me see.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat cross-legged, linking his mind to the Phoenix Cry Sword. In an instant, scenes of the young man’s life flashed before his eyes.
    

    

    
      “This man’s name was Gu Xianyu… an illegitimate child carrying Gu family blood… after acknowledging his ancestry, he was too outstanding, which threatened the heir’s interests…”
    

    

    
      “The heir struggle is always like this.”
    

    

    
      Opening his eyes, Chen Ming saw the Phoenix Cry Sword had returned to normal.
    

    

    
      This ability to devour another’s soul came from the Immortal Demon Lord.
    

    

    
      When he had fallen into the lava and been swept into the depths of the fire veins, he could only barely hold up his true essence barrier. By his strength alone, he couldn’t have lasted long.
    

    

    
      But then, the purple figure had taken the initiative to shield him, forming a violet barrier to protect him from the magma’s heat.
    

    

    
      Next, the Phoenix Cry Sword underwent a strange transformation, actively devouring the golden flame, and underwent some astonishing change.
    

    

    
      After a long time, once the sword digested the golden flame, its appearance changed greatly — as if regaining its former power.
    

    

    
      It then devoured the purple figure as well, and even released a golden barrier to shield him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming guessed that after devouring the golden flame, the sword’s power greatly increased, enough to suppress the purple figure within it.
    

    

    
      Now, the sword’s power had weakened somewhat, but it had gained strange new abilities.
    

    

    
      He learned all this through communicating with the sword.
    

    

    
      Overall, he owed his survival to that golden flame Yu Haitang had thrown to him. Without it, even if he lived, he would have been possessed.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t leave right away. He studied the three corpses on the ground, pondering his next move.
    

    

    
      “My possession by the purple figure was seen by many people. In their eyes, I’ve likely already been taken over.”
    

    

    
      “If I go back to Qingfeng City now, the Six Doors Authority might be waiting to arrest me for a reward — or even a Heaven’s Path Alliance top expert might be waiting at my home.”
    

    

    
      He shook his head. “Looks like I can’t use this identity for now.”
    

    

    
      “But a new identity can’t be random either.”
    

    

    
      A Third Grade Expert couldn’t just appear out of nowhere — they had to have a traceable background.
    

    

    
      He looked at the young man on the ground. “Got it.”
    

    

    
      He took all of Gu Xianyu’s belongings, stripped his clothes, put them on, then altered his own face carefully, making sure there were no flaws.
    

    

    
      “Borrowing your identity for a while. Consider it a favor owed — when my strength is great enough, I’ll avenge you.”
    

    

    
      He threw the halved corpse into the lava, then tossed the other two bodies in as well, completely erasing the evidence.
    

    

    
      From this moment on, he was Gu Xianyu.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Along the way, Chen Ming kept reviewing Gu Xianyu’s memories.
    

    

    
      Gu had previously lived in the capital. Because he was ostracized by the heir, he had requested a transfer to Xiazhou to avoid conflict, staying far from the capital’s intrigues.
    

    

    
      “And yet they chased me all the way to Xiazhou.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was speechless. Although Xiazhou was next to Jiangzhou, it was still far from Qingfeng City — at least a thousand kilometers.
    

    

    
      So far, pretending to be Gu Xianyu seemed easy enough. His Mysterious Water True Art was an extremely yin, soft-attribute technique. As long as he didn’t encounter someone deeply familiar with Gu’s technique, he wouldn’t be exposed.
    

    

    
      The only problem was that Gu Xianyu had traveled to Xiazhou with several companions, including a personal maid who handled his daily needs. She was the most likely to see through him.
    

    

    
      “Too bad the Phoenix Cry Sword can’t extract overly detailed memories.”
    

    

    
      It was a pity. Details like Gu’s favorite foods, the nuances of his interactions with companions, and even his exact cultivation methods couldn’t be retrieved.
    

    

    
      After all, the sword’s soul-devouring power came only after suppressing the purple figure — it was still a layer removed.
    

    

    
      Before long, Chen Ming returned to the place of the original attack — and unexpectedly found several people there.
    

    

    
      “Master!”
    

    

    
      A stunningly beautiful young maid spotted him from afar, ran over in tears, and said, “It’s such a relief you’re alright… this servant… this servant was scared to death…”
    

    

    
      The scene was a mess. Two bodies lay on the ground — one an old servant, the other a young pageboy.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said nothing, his face heavy with grief.
    

    

    
      The old servant was from Gu Xianyu’s mother’s household, who had watched him grow up. The pageboy had also come from his mother’s family.
    

    

    
      These two had been Gu Xianyu’s closest people.
    

    

    
      Now, they were dead.
    

    

    
      As for the personal maid, she had been assigned to him by the Gu family after he returned, and had served him for three years.
    

    

    
      The question was — why had she not been present when the three of them were attacked?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s instincts told him this maid was suspicious.
    

    

    
      Next, a young man in blue rushed over, asking anxiously, “Brother, what on earth happened? You’re not hurt, are you?”
    

    

    
      This was Gu Xianyu’s cousin from his mother’s side, someone who should have been trustworthy. But why had he also been absent when trouble came?
    

    

    
      Right now, Chen Ming felt like everyone was a potential enemy.
    

    

    
      Then a young woman in green walked over and asked with false concern, “Seventh Brother, are you hurt?”
    

    

    
      Looking at her feigned expression, Chen Ming thought Gu Xianyu had lived a truly pitiful life — surrounded by nothing but possible enemies, with no one who truly cared for him.
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      The young girl in green was named Gu Yuyin, cousin to Gu Xianyu. This time, she traveled with him to attend her maternal grandfather’s sixtieth birthday celebration.
    

    

    
      Her grandfather lived in Xia Prefecture.
    

    

    
      Seeing that he kept silent, Gu Yuyin’s gaze shifted as she looked him over for a moment before saying, “It seems you weren’t injured. That’s truly fortunate. But I wonder, Seventh Bro, why you left without a word, giving those scoundrels a chance to act?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming still didn’t speak, only lowering his head to look at the corpse on the ground, his eyes slightly red.
    

    

    
      This was Gu Xianyu’s persona—taciturn, with a deep-seated sense of inferiority and timidity.
    

    

    
      Clearly gifted, he had already reached Fourth Grade cultivation at the young age of twenty. Yet he feared his father’s legitimate sons, who had strong maternal family backing. Just a bit of intimidation had made him flee, wanting to stay far from the disputes of the capital.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t dared refuse the personal maid the family had sent along.
    

    

    
      When Gu Yuyin had said she wanted to travel with him, he hadn’t dared refuse either.
    

    

    
      In the end, he made the stupidest decision possible—just before reaching Xia Prefecture City, he left without a word. This ultimately led to an ambush by two Third Grade assassins, which got him killed.
    

    

    
      He probably never realized that the reason he had been able to travel safely to Xia Prefecture was precisely because he was with Gu Yuyin, whose highly skilled guard deterred others from making a move.
    

    

    
      Whether there were wolves among Gu Yuyin’s people or not, with Gu Xianyu’s Fourth Grade strength, it would have been almost impossible for them to kill him without arousing suspicion.
    

    

    
      Of course, luckily for Chen Ming, Gu Xianyu’s nature was that of someone who couldn’t be shaken into speaking even three sentences, making the role easy to play—just keep his mouth shut.
    

    

    
      The others were already accustomed to him being like this.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin, feeling somewhat helpless, asked, “So, who exactly were those who attacked you?”
    

    

    
      This time, Chen Ming finally responded, shaking his head. “I don’t know.”
    

    

    
      “What cultivation level?”
    

    

    
      “Third Grade. Two of them.”
    

    

    
      “Two Third Grades?” Gu Yuyin looked doubtful, as if saying, If two Third Grades struck, how could you still be standing here?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming explained briefly, “A master happened to pass by and killed them.”
    

    

    
      “And that master?”
    

    

    
      “Left.”
    

    

    
      “And the bodies?”
    

    

    
      “Nothing left of them.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Having lost two of his closest companions, Gu Xianyu naturally could not continue traveling. He sent his cousin Fan Liangui to the nearest town to buy two coffins and hire a cart to transport them to Xia Prefecture City.
    

    

    
      This delayed them by a day.
    

    

    
      That night, they stayed in a luxurious manor—the residence of the highest-ranking local official.
    

    

    
      Gu Xianyu was a Fifth Grade Constable of the Six Doors Authority. Flashing his seal, the local official naturally treated him with great hospitality.
    

    

    
      That night, after sending away the maid He’er, Chen Ming took out a sword manual and began flipping through it. On the cover, it read “Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan.”
    

    

    
      This was a top-tier sword art, only able to display its true power after reaching Third Grade.
    

    

    
      It was one of the Gu Family’s supreme techniques, entrusted to Gu Xianyu by his father before departure. Chen Ming hadn’t expected it to fall into his hands in the end.
    

    

    
      “It’s indeed far more exquisite than the Vermilion Bird Sword Technique.”
    

    

    
      The more he read, the more excited he became, feeling a sudden clarity—as if a road he thought blocked had suddenly opened into a new world.
    

    

    
      Just the first section benefited him greatly.
    

    

    
      That night, he didn’t sleep at all, immersed in studying the manual.
    

    

    
      By the second section, it became harder to understand, requiring him to grasp its intent, with many descriptions being highly abstract. As for the third section, it was completely baffling.
    

    

    
      “Master.”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until he heard the maid calling from outside that Chen Ming realized dawn had come without him noticing.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The group left the small city and continued on their way.
    

    

    
      The Gu Family had sent quite a few attendants. Gu Xianyu and Gu Yuyin each had their own carriage, with several large carts behind carrying gifts.
    

    

    
      This was the advantage of being a young master of a great family—he never had to worry about trivial matters; everything was naturally prepared for him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hid in his carriage, studying the newly acquired Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan.
    

    

    
      After several days—
    

    

    
      “Finally done!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart was filled with joy as he opened the panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    
      【Current Points: 769896】
    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Level Complete), Five Elements True Art (Incomplete) (Seventh Level 187544/10000000)】
    

    
      【Combat Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), Vermilion Bird Sword Technique (Mastery), Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens (Fourth Level 3277/400000), Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan (First Level 1/1000000)】
    

    
      【Secret Arts: Disguise Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      At last, he had formally begun learning this sword art. Once it appeared on the panel, he could directly use experience points to improve its proficiency.
    

    

    
      “Master, there are many people outside Wanlei City ahead. We might be delayed for a while.”
    

    

    
      The maid Xiao He’s voice came from outside.
    

    

    
      “No matter.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was in high spirits. With Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan under his belt, he had patched up his only weakness—swordsmanship. Previously, he knew none of Gu Xianyu’s sword techniques.
    

    

    
      Now it was different. Whenever he needed to fight, he could use Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan, and no one would doubt him—it was authentic Gu Family swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      But who would have thought that this wait would last for a whole cup of tea? The city gate remained blocked.
    

    

    
      Curious, Chen Ming lifted the carriage curtain and saw the road ahead jammed with carriages, blocking the way completely. Many pedestrians were also stuck outside.
    

    

    
      The main problem was that none of the carriages would give way.
    

    

    
      He asked, “What’s going on? Why so many carriages?”
    

    

    
      “Replying to Master, the Qian Money Gang has set up an arena here in Wanlei City to host a martial arts contest for marriage, inviting young heroes from all over to participate.”
    

    

    
      Qian Money Gang?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought for a moment—it sounded familiar, though he couldn’t recall where he had heard it.
    

    

    
      The situation in Xia Prefecture was completely different from Jiangzhou. Only the Eight Righteous Gate dominated here; other gangs and families were not as famous.
    

    

    
      Naturally, he couldn’t reveal his unfamiliarity with Xia Prefecture, so he asked, “All these people are here for the contest?”
    

    

    
      Xiao He replied, “They’ve come from all over Xia Prefecture, hoping to win the sixth-ranked beauty on the Supreme Beauty List—the Mortal World’s Flower of Wealth—gaining both riches and a fine wife.”
    

    

    
      At that, Chen Ming remembered—it was that Qian Money Gang.
    

    

    
      He had read in the Supreme Beauty List that the sixth place this year was the only daughter of the Qian Money Gang’s leader. The Qian Money Gang was the wealthiest in Xia Prefecture.
    

    

    
      It was said that the gang leader was an extraordinarily handsome man who had married a princess, daughter of a prince, with a lavish dowry.
    

    

    
      Thus, the woman ranked sixth on the Supreme Beauty List was called “The Mortal World’s Flower of Wealth,” being both rich and of noble blood.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s interest was piqued. “I wonder if there are any conditions for entering this contest?”
    

    

    
      Before Xiao He could answer, Gu Yuyin’s voice came from behind. “Seventh Bro, you’ve finally come around to understanding the importance of a wife’s family background. If you could marry that Flower of Wealth, you could walk sideways in Xia Prefecture.”
    

    

    
      Her tone carried clear teasing.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly recalled something—Gu Xianyu already had someone in his heart. For her, he had once uncharacteristically stood firm, refusing a marriage his father had arranged, claiming he would focus on martial arts and never marry until reaching First Grade.
    

    

    
      Coincidentally, the woman he liked was someone Chen Ming also knew—Su Zhi Ning, the most outstanding disciple of the current generation of the Heaven’s Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      For Gu Xianyu, it had been love at first sight, falling after meeting her only once.
    

    

    
      Of course, Chen Ming wasn’t interested in the “Flower of Wealth” herself—he just got excited at the words “martial contest.” Last time, during the Qingyun Rankings competition, he had reaped a huge haul of experience points.
    

    

    
      So he ignored Gu Yuyin’s jab.
    

    

    
      Xiao He whispered, “As long as you’re under thirty, you can enter—no restriction on origin or background.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes lit up. With the age limit widened to thirty, there would surely be quite a few Third Grades joining. His instincts were instantly stirred.
    

    

    
      At that moment, members of the Six Doors Authority arrived—several Fifth Grade Constables bringing a group to restore order.
    

    

    
      Those who had been deadlocked and unwilling to yield finally gave the Six Doors some face and cleared the road.
    

    

    
      At last, the convoy began to move.
    

    

    
      Half a cup of tea later, the Gu Family’s convoy successfully entered the city.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone outside asked, “Is this the Gu Family’s carriage? The Governor would like to see you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming lifted the curtain to see a Fifth Grade Constable in blue blocking the way. He cupped his hands. “Gu Xianyu of the Gu Family, greetings, brother.”
    

    

    
      Hearing his self-introduction, the constable looked him over and praised, “Truly a dragon among men. From now on, we’re brothers…”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Wanlei City was a prefectural capital—though less prosperous than Qingfeng City, within the Six Doors it clearly held more importance.
    

    

    
      Its highest authority was a First Grade Governor.
    

    

    
      Because Wanlei City housed the Qian Money Gang, whose leader was at the peak of First Grade, only a First Grade expert could be sent here to keep order.
    

    

    
      Following the constable—named Qiu Chundong—Chen Ming entered the conference hall of the Governor’s residence, where over twenty blue-clad constables stood.
    

    

    
      What was going on?
    

    

    
      It seemed odd—normally, a prefectural city wouldn’t have so many blue-clad constables; this was clearly overstaffed.
    

    

    
      Once the two of them stood at the back, the stern old man in the main seat spoke. “Good, everyone’s here. All those in the Xia Prefecture Six Doors Authority who are under thirty and above Fourth Grade cultivation—twenty-seven in total.
    

    

    
      “You should know why I summoned you. That’s right—it’s to send you to the Qian Money Gang’s contest for marriage. I don’t care about others, but under no circumstances can a son of the Wan Family become their son-in-law.
    

    

    
      “As long as any of you can eliminate the Wan Family’s contender, I will see you handsomely rewarded.”
    

    

    
      Everyone present responded passionately, “Yes!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was completely confused, not understanding why this Governor wanted to target the Wan Family and go to such lengths.
    

    

    
      After finishing, Governor Liang dismissed the others but kept Chen Ming behind.
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      In the solemn and imposing council hall, only Chen Ming was left.
    

    

    
      Facing such a First Grade Expert, he felt somewhat nervous inside.
    

    

    
      Within the Six Doors Authority, there were many eccentric figures.
    

    

    
      It was said that there was a God-Eyed Constable who could see through all disguises under heaven.
    

    

    
      He wondered whether his disguise technique could fool such an Eye Technique.
    

    

    
      At this moment, that Governor Liang got up and walked toward him.
    

    

    
      He hurriedly saluted, “Greetings, Governor.”
    

    

    
      “Virtuous nephew, no need for such formality.”
    

    

    
      The sternness from earlier had vanished from Governor Liang’s face, replaced by a smile. He even patted Chen Ming’s shoulder to show closeness.
    

    

    
      “I am an old acquaintance of your father. Just call me Uncle Liang.”
    

    

    
      “Uncle Liang.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally went along with it.
    

    

    
      Governor Liang’s smile grew brighter.
    

    

    
      “I have long heard that the Gu Family has gained a Gu Seventh Lang, who reached Fourth Grade at just over twenty—such talent is rare under heaven. Now that I see you today, you truly have the bearing of a dragon and phoenix, extraordinary indeed.”
    

    

    
      He put on a modest look. “Uncle Liang flatters me.”
    

    

    
      “Your family has deep scholarly and martial heritage. Since you happen to be here, why not join in? You saw it yourself—those people just now likely won’t be able to match the aristocratic sect disciples. Only you can help me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said with some difficulty, “This humble official still has to report to Xiazhou City…”
    

    

    
      Governor Liang replied, “Rest assured, I will write an official document and send someone to Xiazhou City. I believe Shen Dingjun won’t refuse me this favor.”
    

    

    
      “In that case, this nephew can only obey.”
    

    

    
      He finally agreed, then curiously asked, “May I ask why Uncle Liang is targeting the Wan Family?”
    

    

    
      Governor Liang said, “I have a grudge against the Wan Family.”
    

    

    
      Just because of that?
    

    

    
      He was so blunt that Chen Ming didn’t even know what expression to make.
    

    

    
      So in the end, it was a personal vendetta.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      That night, Governor Liang not only invited Gu Xianyu and Gu Yuyin to dinner, but after the meal also brought him to the study to chat.
    

    

    
      His attitude was extremely cordial, as though treating his own family’s juniors.
    

    

    
      Fearing that he would ask about the Gu Family’s current situation, Chen Ming took the initiative and asked him about martial arts—how to break through to Third Grade, how to condense sword intent, and so on.
    

    

    
      That night, he truly experienced the benefits of one’s background.
    

    

    
      As a Gu Family descendant, Gu Xianyu was treated in Wanlei City as an honored guest of a provincial governor, able to receive pointers from a First Grade Expert.
    

    

    
      Even a few casual words from a First Grade Expert benefited him greatly.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until someone came looking for Governor Liang that Chen Ming took the chance to excuse himself, and under the servant’s guidance, returned to the small courtyard where he was staying.
    

    

    
      “Seventh Bro, you really have the leisure—chatting with Governor Liang for two whole hours.”
    

    

    
      From the courtyard next door came Gu Yuyin’s teasing voice.
    

    

    
      The servant left first.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pushed open his small courtyard’s door and walked inside.
    

    

    
      The Liang Family’s arrangements were considerate—two small courtyards connected, separated only by a wall.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin, however, followed over, saying, “Back at the banquet, you called him ‘Uncle Liang’ so warmly.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned back and asked coldly, “Is there a problem?”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin’s bright eyes swept over his face. “Looks like you really don’t know. This Liang Zongcheng has a grudge against our Gu Family.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled. “Truly?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. Back then, our Thirteenth Uncle stole the woman he loved, then discarded her like an old shoe, causing that woman to die in depression. Afterwards, Liang Zongcheng sought revenge on Thirteenth Uncle, but nearly died at his hands. He probably hates our Gu Family to the bone.
    

    

    
      “My dear Seventh Bro, you came to Xiazhou without even investigating? I advise you not to stay in the Six Doors Authority. Otherwise, you might die without even knowing how.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, Gu Yuyin turned and left.
    

    

    
      She had basically called him stupid to his face—unable to tell friend from foe.
    

    

    
      Thinking about Liang Zongcheng’s attitude toward him, Chen Ming felt his scalp tingle.
    

    

    
      If what this cousin said was true, then Liang Zongcheng’s friendly demeanor toward him was likely honeyed words hiding a sword—there was another scheme at play.
    

    

    
      Would a First Grade Governor really need to go to such lengths against a mere Fourth Grade Expert like him?
    

    

    
      Right now, in the eyes of others, he was still Gu Xianyu, a Fourth Grade cultivator.
    

    

    
      “Politics really is hard to navigate.”
    

    

    
      No wonder Deng Ziyang quit the Six Doors Authority after just two years, choosing instead to roam the martial world.
    

    
      The waters here ran far deeper than ordinary.
    

    

    
      The problem was—today he had already agreed to Liang Zongcheng’s request to join the martial tournament for marriage, which meant he had accepted Liang Zongcheng’s order. It was too late to back out now.
    

    

    
      He suspected that if he left without a word, Liang Zongcheng might immediately turn hostile and kill him on the pretext of defying orders.
    

    

    
      So, this martial tournament—he had to participate.
    

    

    
      If Liang Zongcheng truly wanted to get rid of him, he would likely not act openly, but instead arrange for him to die on the arena.
    

    

    
      Only if he died there would the Gu Family have no grounds to object.
    

    

    
      “Starting me off with such intensity, huh?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming then thought of Gu Yuyin again.
    

    

    
      From her attitude, she clearly didn’t think much of Gu Xianyu.
    

    

    
      However, since they shared the same clan and interests were bound together—especially while traveling outside, risks were shared—
    

    

    
      Though she often ridiculed him, she would still take the initiative to warn him when trouble loomed.
    

    

    
      At least, along this journey, he didn’t have to worry about her harming him.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next day, Gu Yuyin left first, using the excuse of needing to hurry on the road, taking her people out of the city.
    

    

    
      By Chen Ming’s side, only a personal maid remained.
    

    

    
      This was fine too—with those familiar with Gu Xianyu gone, leaving only a maid, there was no worry of his identity being exposed.
    

    

    
      Every day, Chen Ming would go out to stroll around. Since he was here, he naturally wanted to experience the local customs.
    

    

    
      On the very first day, he saw several fights breaking out—over trivial matters, tempers flared and hands were raised.
    

    

    
      Bystanders seemed used to it.
    

    

    
      Even when the Six Doors Authority arrived, the fighters did not stop.
    

    

    
      The constables would wait until the fight ended, then merely have them compensate the shop for damages, without making any arrests.
    

    

    
      Several fights in a row were handled this way.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found it eye-opening. He had long heard of Xiazhou’s fierce folk customs—truly living up to the reputation.
    

    

    
      If this had happened in Jiangzhou, the Six Doors Authority would have arrested them without a word.
    

    

    
      From this, it was clear that Xiazhou’s civilian martial artists were likely far stronger than those in Jiangzhou, so the Six Doors Authority’s enforcement was correspondingly softer.
    

    

    
      Often, it wasn’t that they didn’t want to interfere, but that they couldn’t.
    

    

    
      After a few days of strolling, he saw brawls breaking out daily over various causes, and twice people even died—yet the constables still didn’t intervene, treating it as a martial world feud.
    

    

    
      Which, in truth, it was.
    

    

    
      He also discovered that Wanlei City had an unusually high number of martial schools—at least a dozen by his count—and their masters were no weaklings, all at least Sixth Grade.
    

    

    
      One day, near noon, Chen Ming found a restaurant and ordered some dishes.
    

    

    
      Halfway through his meal, he suddenly overheard someone speaking of the False Tomb of Eternal Life, and pricked up his ears.
    

    

    
      “…Two months ago, word spread through the martial world that the False Tomb of Eternal Life had appeared in Qingfeng City of Jiangzhou, causing a huge commotion. Many rushed there but couldn’t even enter the gate. They say at least ten peak experts were present then—even a First Grade Expert couldn’t get close…”
    

    

    
      Someone asked curiously, “What happened afterward?”
    

    

    
      “Afterward, it caused an even greater stir. They say it even provoked a great demon who had been suppressed for over a thousand years—the Immortal Demon Lord of the Cult of Eternal Life…”
    

    

    
      “In that battle, nearly ten First Grade Experts died—a truly tragic affair. In the end, that Immortal Demon Lord possessed a young man and fell into a fire vein, vanishing without a trace.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming couldn’t help glancing at the speaker.
    

    

    
      This man knew the matter so clearly—either he had been there or heard it from someone who had.
    

    

    
      He looked like a middle-aged traveling merchant, his cultivation unclear.
    

    

    
      At this moment, someone asked, “That Immortal Demon Lord should be dead by now, right?”
    

    

    
      “If he calls himself ‘Immortal,’ he naturally wouldn’t die so easily. If he reappears, the world will be thrown into turmoil.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help glancing at the Phoenix Cry Sword on his table, thinking—That Demon Lord had been suppressed by my divine weapon.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone said, “Nonsense! The Immortal Demon Lord has always been suppressed atop the Heavenly Extremity Mountain, guarded by experts from the Six Doors Authority and the Heaven’s Path Alliance. How could he have gone to Jiangzhou?”
    

    

    
      The traveling merchant was about to argue, but when he turned his head and saw the speaker was wearing the uniform of the Six Doors Authority, his face changed immediately.
    

    

    
      “This humble one was talking nonsense.”
    

    

    
      He got up to leave.
    

    

    
      As a businessman, he naturally couldn’t afford to offend someone from the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      But the Fifth Grade Patrol Envoy of the Six Doors Authority was relentless.
    

    

    
      “Stop! Did I let you leave? Daring to spread rumors and maliciously slander the Six Doors Authority—come with me!”
    

    

    
      The merchant’s face darkened. “Sir, I am innocent…”
    

    

    
      The patrol envoy had already stepped forward, pressing down on his shoulder and sneering, “Come back to the yamen and explain yourself!”
    

    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    

    
      A loud shout came from the crowd.
    

    

    
      A young man in black clothes stepped out, righteous indignation in his tone.
    

    

    
      “What arrogance! He was just drunk and repeating a martial world rumor—what law has he broken for you to arrest him?
    

    

    
      “In broad daylight, in plain sight—just because you’re from the Six Doors Authority, you think you can frame and arrest people at will? Is there no law left?”
    

    

    
      This young man’s clothes were simple, but his voice was firm and righteous.
    

    

    
      “That’s right! Why arrest him?”
    

    

    
      “Is the Six Doors Authority above criticism now?”
    

    

    
      “It’s people like you in the Six Doors Authority who have ruined the realm!”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Many onlookers voiced their support for the merchant.
    

    

    
      The patrol envoy’s face turned iron-blue. He drew his saber and shouted angrily, “What, are you rebelling?”
    

    

    
      The crowd’s voices faltered.
    

    

    
      But the man in black was fearless.
    

    
      With a cold laugh, he thrust out a sword.
    

    

    
      Before the patrol envoy could react, he was sent flying, crashing to the ground, unconscious. His saber was broken in two.
    

    

    
      “Good!”
    

    

    
      Deafening cheers erupted from the scene.
    

    

    
      The young man in black declared proudly, “Today is just a lesson. If you dare abuse your power again, I will take your life! Get lost!”
    

    

    
      Not far away, watching the scene, Chen Ming felt something was off.
    

    

    
      Why did it seem like the Six Doors Authority was the disadvantaged group here?
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      Chapter 200: Peerless Young Master
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw that the black-clad young man, after teaching a lesson to the overbearing Six Doors Authority patrol envoy, was treated like a hero. He couldn’t help but feel sympathy for the Six Doors officers of Xiazhou.
    

    

    
      Compared to their colleagues in Jiangzhou, their situation was far too pitiful.
    

    

    
      However, he could understand. After all, in this Wanlei City alone, there were three First Grade experts, and more than a dozen above Third Grade.
    

    

    
      When he first heard this number, he had been utterly shocked.
    

    

    
      Though both were counties under the same prefecture, compared to here, Qingfeng County was pathetically weak.
    

    

    
      Yet the Six Doors Authority of Wanlei City had only one First Grade and three Third Grades. Each Third Grade commanded five Fifth Grade patrol envoys—far too great a gap in strength.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the Qian Money Gang was currently holding a martial contest for marriage, attracting countless experts.
    

    

    
      This event was far livelier than the “Azure Cloud Ranking” contest he had attended a few months ago.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming finished his meal and most of the patrons had left the restaurant, he found an opportunity to approach a middle-aged merchant. “Brother, did you just arrive from Jiangzhou?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged merchant saw that although he was young, his clothes were luxurious, his temperament extraordinary, and he was accompanied by a beautiful maid. Not daring to be rude, he replied, “Indeed. I wonder what matter Young Master has with me?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “I am rather interested in that ‘False Tomb of Eternal Life’ and wish to inquire about it. Would it be convenient?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged merchant said, “It’s no problem.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, a voice interjected from the side. “I’m quite interested as well. May I listen in?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned to look and saw an incomparably handsome young man approaching.
    

    

    
      What a refined gentleman in troubled times!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming inwardly praised. In terms of looks, among all the men he had met, this one ranked first. However, he was almost too handsome, with features that were somewhat androgynous.
    

    

    
      In the eyes of those fond of male beauty, his appeal might be no less than that of peerless beauties.
    

    

    
      With a single glance, Chen Ming could tell he was male.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged merchant was also momentarily stunned before replying, “Of course, it’s fine.”
    

    

    
      Thus, the three of them, along with several attendants, found a quiet teahouse and requested an elegant tea room where they chatted over tea.
    

    

    
      The merchant’s surname was Jia, and he mainly traded in medicinal herbs. Some herbs were unique to Xiazhou, and transporting them to Jiangzhou fetched great profits.
    

    

    
      The area near Wanlei City produced several unique herbs, the main ingredients for wound medicines. Every year, he came here to purchase stock and transport it to Jiangzhou for sale.
    

    

    
      Merchant Jia had just come from Jiangzhou City to Wanlei City. The matter of the False Tomb of Eternal Life was something he had heard during a banquet.
    

    

    
      “…In truth, whether this False Tomb of Eternal Life even exists is still a mystery, yet it has already thrown Jiangzhou into chaos. Originally, I had planned to stay in Jiangzhou City longer. But then I heard that several major forces surrounded the Ji Family, and in a single night, razed them to the ground…
    

    

    
      “That was a great aristocratic clan with a history of hundreds of years, guarded by a First Grade peak expert, yet it was wiped out just like that.”
    

    

    
      Merchant Jia still looked shaken as he spoke.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was not surprised. Since that Ji Hongxin had become the puppet of the Undying Demon Lord, who knew how many members of the Ji Family had been controlled?
    

    

    
      Naturally, wiping them out was the safer choice.
    

    

    
      He asked, “Were all the Ji Family members killed?”
    

    

    
      Merchant Jia shook his head. “No. I heard that only an empty shell of the Ji Family remains. The most core members received advance warning and fled, and their whereabouts remain unknown.”
    

    

    
      The handsome young man asked, “With such a major incident, the Six Doors Authority did nothing?”
    

    

    
      “It was the Six Doors Authority who led the charge to destroy the Ji Family.”
    

    

    
      “What was the charge?”
    

    

    
      “Colluding with demonic cultivators of the Cult of Eternal Life. On my boat trip here, I saw the Ji Family’s wanted posters in many places in Xiazhou. They should be posted in Wanlei City soon.”
    

    

    
      The handsome young man’s gaze grew heavy. “Did the Undying Demon Lord truly escape suppression?”
    

    

    
      Merchant Jia replied, “That’s what people are saying.”
    

    

    
      A shadow flickered in the young man’s eyes. He asked again, “Do you know who the Undying Demon Lord finally possessed?”
    

    

    
      “It was a young man named Chen Ming. Supposedly only twenty-five years old, already of Third Grade cultivation—a dazzling genius among Jiangzhou’s younger generation. Unfortunately, he perished in the Fire Vein.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hadn’t expected to hear his own name here. The feeling was rather strange. He seized the chance to ask, “And after that? Who benefited the most this time?”
    

    

    
      Merchant Jia shook his head. “All sides suffered heavy losses. Even the legendary key said to open the False Tomb of Eternal Life fell with Chen Ming into the deep underground abyss. Everyone went for the goose and ended up losing the rice.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that he likely knew no further details, Chen Ming asked no more.
    

    

    
      Once matters here were settled, he would find a way to make a trip to Jiangzhou.
    

    

    
      The handsome young man also had no more questions and soon took his leave.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After leaving the teahouse, Chen Ming asked, “Xiao He, do you know who that man, prettier than most women, was?”
    

    

    
      Xiao He had always followed closely behind him, silent when unnecessary, without a trace of presence. When he needed her, she acted before he even spoke—a mark of utmost professionalism.
    

    

    
      The more she behaved this way, the more vigilant Chen Ming became, secretly observing her. So far, he still couldn’t tell whether she had grown suspicious of him.
    

    

    
      Xiao He said, “Young Master, that should be the most famous Peerless Young Master of Xiazhou, the legitimate son of the Jiang Family, and the youngest Third Grade in Xiazhou. The Peerless Young Master is usually very low-key, so it is unexpected that he would attend the Qian Money Gang’s martial contest for marriage.”
    

    

    
      “So it was him.”
    

    

    
      In recent days, Chen Ming had heard much information. Rumors had it that the Peerless Young Master was one of the top favorites, with odds in the gambling houses nearly at one-to-one.
    

    

    
      Many believed that the Peerless Young Master and the ‘Mortal Flower of Wealth’ were a match made in heaven.
    

    

    
      Some even thought that even if he lost, he would likely still win the beauty’s heart.
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Qiu Chundong hurried over. Seeing him, he finally breathed a sigh of relief. “I heard that an out-of-town colleague was beaten just now, so I rushed over in worry to find you.”
    

    

    
      Apparently, he was afraid the one beaten was him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I happened to be there and saw it with my own eyes. They say the people of Xiazhou are fierce, and today I truly saw it for myself.”
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong gave a wry smile. “Xiazhou has always been like this, unlike the capital. Powerful martial artists here are lawless and care nothing for our Six Doors Authority.”
    

    

    
      “Is Xiazhou City the same?”
    

    

    
      “Pretty much. Don’t forget, the Eight Righteous Gates are in Xiazhou City.”
    

    

    
      Eight Righteous Gates!
    

    

    
      One of the Nine Great Sects, rivaling the Heaven’s Path Alliance. One could imagine the strength of such a sect. Against such a behemoth, the Six Doors Authority held little sway.
    

    

    
      Even if Xiazhou City’s highest Six Doors officer was a super-grade expert, he could only maintain appearances at best.
    

    

    
      In this world, strength spoke louder than anything.
    

    

    
      Gu Xianyu had chosen Xiazhou precisely because the Six Doors Authority was weaker here and martial artists ran rampant—offering more opportunities to earn merit.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “By the way, who was the one who struck?”
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong replied, “A disciple of the Eight Righteous Gates, from the Bitter Righteousness lineage, named He Zhixing. His parents were killed by Six Doors officers, so he particularly hates us. If you encounter him, be careful.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked again, “I heard Brother Liang’s strength is among the top of the younger generation. Why didn’t the Lord Governor have him participate in the martial contest for marriage?”
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong said, “The eldest young master is already married, and his relationship with his wife is deep. Naturally, it wouldn’t be appropriate.”
    

    

    
      “I see.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew this was an excuse. In truth, among the strong of this world, three wives and four concubines were the norm.
    

    

    
      Of course, some powerful women disregarded societal views and took multiple husbands—it wasn’t unheard of.
    

    

    
      In fact, among those attending this contest, many were already married. To them, marrying another was nothing unusual.
    

    

    
      No one would think it improper.
    

    

    
      As for the eldest young master’s supposed deep feelings for his wife—utter nonsense.
    

    

    
      In recent days, Chen Ming had heard gossip that this was a political marriage. On the wedding day, the eldest young master had not even spent the night in the bridal chamber, clearly displeased with the union.
    

    

    
      He also heard another rumor—that the eldest young master had once pursued the ‘Mortal Flower of Wealth’ on the Supreme Beauty List but was rejected outright.
    

    

    
      Likely because of this, he was too embarrassed to participate in the contest.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Several days later, the martial contest for marriage was about to begin. From Xiao He, Chen Ming learned that Gu Yuyin had returned.
    

    

    
      He was puzzled. “Why has she come back?”
    

    

    
      Xiao He replied, “Sixth Young Lady is accompanying her cousin to participate in the contest.”
    

    

    
      Truly nothing better to do.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, the young master of the Wu Family has sent an invitation, requesting your presence at a banquet. Will you attend?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      He refused without a second thought. This was part of Gu Xianyu’s persona—such invitations were always declined whenever possible. In truth, it stemmed from his own inferiority.
    

    

    
      As the illegitimate son of the Gu Family, his mother’s background was humble. She was merely a beauty who had caught the eye of Gu’s father during a passing encounter, resulting in a one-night affair and an unplanned pregnancy.
    

    

    
      Because of this background, Gu Xianyu had been ridiculed often in the Gu Family, especially at banquets. If no elders were present, his origins would be mocked, and he dared not retaliate in such settings—only enduring the humiliation.
    

    

    
      Afterward, he rarely attended such gatherings.
    

    

    
      Frankly, with such a cowardly disposition, no matter how talented, it was hard to compete with his decisive and ruthless brothers.
    

    

    
      Look at them—once they sensed he might be a threat, they immediately sent two Third Grades to kill him.
    

    

    
      Had he been more forceful, his father might have respected him more, and he would not have ended up in such a situation.
    

    

    
      This was but a small interlude. Two days later, the day of the martial contest for marriage finally arrived.
    

    

    
      Early in the morning, Chen Ming set out with his maid Xiao He toward the Qian Money Gang.
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      Chapter 201: Who Will Fight Me?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming set out together with the twenty-five patrol envoys from the Six Doors Authority, walking at the very rear alongside Qiu Chundong.
    

    

    
      Originally, there were supposed to be twenty-seven people, but one had been injured a few days prior and was still recuperating.
    

    

    
      He asked in a low voice, “Brother Qiu, what kind of grudge does the Wan Family have with Lord Liang?”
    

    

    
      To summon all martial artists under thirty in Xiazhou whose strength exceeded the Fourth Grade wasn’t a trivial matter—it required extensive bureaucratic procedures.
    

    

    
      These past few days, Chen Ming had been asking around. He knew the Wan Family was located far away in Xiazhou City, yet he still couldn’t find out what kind of grudge Liang Zongcheng had with them.
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong replied, “That, I’m not too sure about.”
    

    

    
      But from his expression, it was obvious he wasn't unsure—he just didn’t want to talk about it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming didn’t press further and simply said, “I heard that more than a dozen Third Grade experts are attending this time. Will the Wan Family send out a Third Grade expert too?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. Among the current generation of the Wan Family, those at Third Grade have already surpassed the age limit. There’s only the fifth son who’s at Fourth Grade. However, this person is quite formidable. Though we have many colleagues, only one or two have a real chance of defeating him. This time, we may still have to rely on Brother Gu.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally responded with a few modest remarks.
    

    

    
      Top-tier prodigies were extremely rare within the Six Doors Authority. After all, those who chose to join usually didn’t come from prestigious backgrounds. Aristocratic young men like Gu Xianyu were the exception.
    

    

    
      Even those among them with outstanding talent were usually limited by their cultivation methods, often unable to compare with the geniuses from noble families or sects.
    

    

    
      As such, among the younger generation, it was rare to hear of any truly remarkable individuals from the Six Doors Authority. It usually took them until their forties or fifties and a couple decades of hard work to finally close the gap.
    

    

    
      Liang Zongcheng was a prime example. Though he had once lost to Gu Xianyu’s thirteenth uncle, if the two fought again now, it was uncertain who would win.
    

    

    
      Among the twenty-some people present, all under thirty and already at Fourth Grade, they were among the most outstanding talents of their generation. Many would likely become Third Grade Inspectors in the future, perhaps even First Grade Commanders.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could feel the others’ distance from him—a kind of respectful detachment.
    

    

    
      So far, the only one who had spoken to him was Qiu Chundong.
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong, being the host, was likely acting under Liang Zongcheng’s orders to look after him, and so often took the initiative to engage him.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Before long, they arrived at the Qian Money Gang.
    

    

    
      In the center stood a massive arena, with a large canopy set up beside it and a grand armchair placed in the middle.
    

    

    
      Around the canopy, many gang members in uniform stood guard to keep outsiders from getting too close.
    

    

    
      Already, quite a few people had gathered around the arena.
    

    

    
      The Qian Money Gang didn’t seem to have any intention of maintaining order—whoever could push their way to the front did so by sheer ability.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and the others, dressed in plain clothes, walked straight ahead and pushed aside those who had been standing at the front. Though those people were shoved aside, none dared voice their anger.
    

    

    
      Seeing that the host had yet to appear, Chen Ming grew a little bored and asked Qiu Chundong beside him, “Have you ever seen that Miss Xia? What does she look like?”
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong replied, “How could I be so fortunate? This young lady rarely shows herself. Even in managing the Qian Money Gang’s affairs, she has her personal maids handle everything. I’d only heard rumors that she was as beautiful as a flower. Only after her name appeared on the Supreme Beauty List did I learn that she possesses peerless beauty.”
    

    

    
      He asked curiously, “She seldom appears in public, clearly not wanting to cause trouble with her looks. So how did the First Pavilion of the World find out she was so stunning and include her on the Supreme Beauty List?”
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong answered as if it were obvious, “This is the First Pavilion of the World. What could possibly be hidden from them?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was about to ask more when a commotion broke out in the crowd. “They’re here.”
    

    

    
      He looked up and saw a middle-aged man with a dragon-like stride and tiger-like presence walk out, followed by several others who all exuded extraordinary auras.
    

    

    
      That middle-aged man was quite the handsome figure—it must have been Xia Shaowen, the leader of the Qian Money Gang.
    

    

    
      He stepped up to the arena and spoke loudly, “Thank you all for honoring us with your presence. I, Xia, have set up this arena to choose a worthy son-in-law for my daughter. Anyone under the age of thirty may step up and give it a try.”
    

    

    
      Someone from the crowd called out, “Leader Xia, if this is for your daughter’s hand in marriage, why not let her come out so we can see what kind of national beauty we’re competing for?”
    

    

    
      Naturally, this suggestion drew agreement from many eager onlookers.
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen wasn’t angered and said, “My daughter is quite shy, so she won’t be coming out. She’s upstairs watching. Your performances will not go unnoticed. So, who wishes to go first?”
    

    

    
      As soon as he finished speaking, voices shouted from the crowd, “I’ll go!” “Me too!”
    

    

    
      Two people leapt onto the stage almost simultaneously, showcasing remarkable footwork. Both were at the Fourth Grade and looked quite young.
    

    

    
      The two introduced themselves, both hailing from counties within Xiazhou.
    

    

    
      They immediately began to duel.
    

    

    
      After watching for a while, Chen Ming’s attention drifted elsewhere. Scanning the crowd, he quickly spotted Gu Yuyin. She was arm in arm with another young woman, looking quite close. Beside them stood a valiant young man.
    

    

    
      That youth seemed to sense his gaze and looked over.
    

    

    
      Their eyes met in the air, and Chen Ming nodded slightly.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Gu Yuyin also noticed him and whispered something to the young man, who then nodded back politely.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a little surprised. He hadn’t expected Gu Yuyin’s cousin to be so friendly.
    

    

    
      Then, he spotted the so-called “Peerless Young Master” among the crowd—he stood out like a crane among chickens, the center of attention.
    

    

    
      After surveying the area, Chen Ming had a general sense of things and returned his attention to the match onstage.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the fight ended.
    

    

    
      Cheers and sighs erupted from the crowd.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      One after another, people continued stepping onto the stage.
    

    

    
      After a few matches, Chen Ming grew puzzled and asked Qiu Chundong, “Why haven’t any of the Third Grade experts made a move yet?”
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong whispered, “The young lady hasn’t appeared yet. Who would they be performing for?”
    

    

    
      “How do you know she’s not here?”
    

    

    
      “She has two personal maids. Wherever they are, she is. Since we haven’t seen either of them, she hasn’t arrived.”
    

    

    
      “I see.”
    

    

    
      Indeed, though this was a martial competition for marriage, the final decision still lay with Miss Xia. Those Third Grade experts were proud—if they were to make a move, it had to be when the main guest was present for it to mean anything.
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong added, “To be honest, is there even a point to competing? With that Peerless Young Master here, who could possibly win?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming deeply agreed. In terms of looks, even if everyone present joined forces, they still wouldn’t measure up to that Peerless Young Master.
    

    

    
      Though Gu Xianyu was also incredibly handsome, he paled in comparison to that man.
    

    

    
      Any woman with eyes would probably pick the Peerless Young Master.
    

    

    
      From Chen Ming’s perspective, this marriage competition’s format was quite casual.
    

    

    
      Anyone who won two consecutive matches could step down and rest, making way for two new challengers. Losers naturally had no face to return.
    

    

    
      The benefit was that those unsure of their strength wouldn’t dare go up.
    

    

    
      The downside was that those who went up too early might expend too much energy and have no more chances later on.
    

    

    
      With this setup, if a truly powerful expert appeared, dominated the stage, and crushed a few opponents, the whole event might end right there.
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming mulled this over, he suddenly heard Qiu Chundong say, “Someone from the Wan Family is onstage.”
    

    

    
      He looked up and saw a young man in his early twenties wielding a treasured sword. Handsome and elegant.
    

    

    
      Were it not for the Peerless Young Master, his looks and demeanor would surely be ranked first.
    

    

    
      Wan Boliang, Fourth Grade, ranked second on Xiazhou’s Azure Clouds List, only twenty-two years old. His talent was astounding.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he happened to live in the same generation as the Peerless Young Master—a Third Grade expert under twenty-five. All the spotlight had been stolen from him.
    

    

    
      In fact, he was destined to live in the Peerless Young Master’s shadow for life. Put in that perspective, it was truly tragic.
    

    

    
      Wan Boliang quickly made his move. His swordsmanship was indeed excellent. In just ten moves, he utterly defeated his opponent.
    

    

    
      For someone his age, such talent was extraordinary. The future held endless possibilities for him.
    

    

    
      No wonder Liang Zongcheng had summoned all eligible Fifth Grade patrol envoys from Xiazhou to try to stop Wan Boliang.
    

    

    
      If Chen Ming were Xia Shaowen, he’d also be torn between the Peerless Young Master and Wan Boliang. In fact, he might lean toward Wan Boliang.
    

    

    
      The problem with the Peerless Young Master was that he was simply too exceptional. A person like that would soon rise above worldly affairs. Anyone unable to keep up would be left farther and farther behind.
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu, do you have confidence?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Qiu Chundong asked in a heavy tone.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Wan Boliang stood proudly atop the arena. For a while, no one dared challenge him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head.
    

    

    
      He had no intention of being used as a tool by Liang Zongcheng.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Time passed with no one stepping onto the stage.
    

    

    
      Eventually, one brave Fifth Grade patrol envoy mustered his courage to go up—only to be defeated in just over twenty moves.
    

    

    
      That man’s strength ranked among the best of their group, yet he still lost.
    

    

    
      After two victories, Wan Boliang stepped off the arena with his head held high.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed Qiu Chundong’s grim expression—failing to stop Wan Boliang meant he’d likely face harsh words when they returned.
    

    

    
      It was likely they wouldn’t get another chance to shine. There were still over a dozen Third Grade experts waiting to go up.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Chen Ming saw two stunning maids walk out on the second floor, standing by the window to watch below.
    

    

    
      A stir ran through the crowd below. Someone shouted, “She’s here!” “Finally!”
    

    

    
      His heart stirred—he knew that the “Mortal World’s Regal Flower” had arrived. He focused his gaze, but the second floor was veiled, and he could only faintly make out a graceful silhouette.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha! At last, it’s my turn! Who will fight me?!”
    

    

    
      A tall man leapt onto the arena. His voice boomed like a bell, and a fearsome surge of qi erupted from him, domineering and overwhelming.
    

    

    
      Third Grade!
    

    

    
      Finally, the real show had begun.
    

    

    
      “I’ll go!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shouted, drawing countless gazes upon him.
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      Chapter 202: If I Say I’m Not, Would You Believe It?
    

    

    
      “It’s Peng Tianxu!”
    

    

    
      When Wu Zhenhang saw the tall man step onto the stage, his eyes blazed with fighting spirit. He turned to his younger sister and cousin, saying, “Today, I will wash away my past humiliation!”
    

    

    
      Five years ago, during the Azure Cloud Ranking competition, he had lost to this Peng Tianxu by just a single move, failing to enter the top ten. He had always regarded it as a disgrace. This time, he came to participate in the martial contest for marriage only because he had heard Peng Tianxu would be here. He came specifically to settle the grudge from that blade five years ago.
    

    

    
      “I’ll go!”
    

    

    
      Yet, to his surprise, someone else beat him to it.
    

    

    
      He looked over and saw that the one stepping onto the stage was none other than the very cousin his younger cousin had just mentioned—the Gu Family’s Seventh Young Master. He was taken aback and turned to ask Gu Yuyin, “This Seventh Brother of yours, isn’t he only Fourth Grade?”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin was even more shocked, exclaiming in disbelief, “Has he gone mad?”
    

    

    
      With Fourth Grade cultivation challenging Third Grade—it was no different from courting death.
    

    

    
      Unless, he had already broken through to Third Grade.
    

    

    
      But how could that be possible? He was only twenty years old!
    

    

    
      Not only her, but Qiu Chundong was also shocked. He had never expected this Gu Family’s Seventh Young Master to step up at this moment.
    

    

    
      That was a Third Grade expert! Could he not see it?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    

    
      On the stage, Peng Tianxu saw that the challenger was an unfamiliar young man. Assuming it was some ignorant fool who didn’t know the immensity of heaven and earth, he snorted coldly and casually struck out with a palm.
    

    

    
      A translucent palm of condensed Gangyuan slammed down toward the youth, leaving him nowhere to escape.
    

    

    
      Bad!
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang saw how ruthless Peng Tianxu’s strike was and cried out in alarm. No matter what, that was still his cousin’s elder cousin—the Gu Family’s Seventh Young Master. If he were seriously injured in front of him, Wu Zhenhang could hardly escape blame.
    

    

    
      He was about to intervene when suddenly, that Seventh Young Master’s figure shifted, soaring several feet higher, gracefully evading the great palm.
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang froze. “That’s—Gangyuan?”
    

    

    
      “What fine movement!” “Beautiful!”
    

    

    
      The crowd erupted into cheers.
    

    

    
      Even Gu Yuyin was dumbfounded. Though she had never seen this Seventh Brother fight, she had never once heard that his footwork could be so astonishing.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she heard her cousin muttering beside her, “He’s… Third Grade!”
    

    

    
      Thinking she had misheard, she quickly asked, “What did you say?”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang’s expression grew extremely complicated. “He’s Third Grade!”
    

    

    
      A twenty-year-old Third Grade!
    

    

    
      Worthy indeed of being a Gu Family scion—such talent was rare under heaven.
    

    

    
      “How could this—”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin instinctively wanted to argue, but then she saw her Seventh Brother draw that sword “Po Jun.” On its blade glimmered a crystalline sword aura, tangible and real!
    

    

    
      Sword Aura?
    

    

    
      Her mind buzzed blank, utterly stunned.
    

    

    
      He truly was Third Grade?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “He’s actually Third Grade!”
    

    

    
      Qiu Chundong was so shocked that his jaw nearly dropped.
    

    

    
      “Who is that? He looks so young.”
    

    

    
      “Unfamiliar face. I don’t know which family’s young master he is.”
    

    

    
      “So Xiazhou has produced yet another young expert…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The spectators began whispering among themselves.
    

    

    
      On stage, Peng Tianxu finally regarded the young man seriously and asked, “Who are you?”
    

    

    
      “Gu Xianyu, here to seek guidance.”
    

    

    
      Gu?
    

    

    
      Peng Tianxu thought hard but couldn’t recall any influential Gu Family in Xiazhou, so he asked again, “Which family’s disciple are you?”
    

    

    
      “Capital City, Gu Family!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming spoke, then immediately struck out. “Take my sword!”
    

    

    
      Capital City?
    

    

    
      Peng Tianxu’s heart trembled. Seeing his opponent already attack, he dared not slack and hurried to respond seriously.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the side of the arena, Xia Shaowen had also been speculating about this youth’s origins. But upon hearing the name “Capital City Gu Family,” his gaze hardened.
    

    

    
      Why would someone from the Gu Family of the Capital appear in Xiazhou?
    

    

    
      Could it be for tempering?
    

    

    
      He felt doubtful. But as he observed Gu Xianyu’s swordplay, unpredictable and ethereal, sometimes ahead, sometimes behind—so exquisite it was—his doubts vanished.
    

    

    
      This was the Gu Family’s supreme art, “Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan.” This youth had already comprehended at least three aspects of the sword art.
    

    

    
      “This is troublesome.”
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen grew worried. The Gu Family was unlike any local Xiazhou power. They were founding nobles whose lineage stretched from the dynasty’s beginning. Though their presence in the martial world wasn’t loud, their foundations were anything but ordinary.
    

    

    
      Rumor had it that the Gu Family’s patriarch, the very duke who had fought alongside the Founding Emperor, was still alive.
    

    

    
      For Gu Xianyu to already be Third Grade at such a young age, he must be a core disciple of the Gu Family—not someone easily brushed aside.
    

    

    
      As Xia Shaowen pondered,
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin, watching her Seventh Brother display such mastery over “Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan,” felt utterly numb.
    

    

    
      A thought flashed through her mind. “So, he was pretending all along!”
    

    

    
      To secretly break through to Third Grade without a sound, deceiving everyone, took not only strength but also a deep mind. This Seventh Brother was absolutely not the timid weakling he had always seemed.
    

    

    
      Perhaps his insistence on coming to Xiazhou this time had other purposes.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Gu Yuyin’s view of her Seventh Brother underwent a complete change. From scorn and disdain, it turned to wariness.
    

    

    
      She recalled all her past mockeries, how he had never refuted her, only remained silent. She had thought him useless. Now she realized—he had merely disdained to respond…
    

    

    
      While Gu Yuyin’s thoughts ran wild, thunderous cheers suddenly erupted.
    

    

    
      She looked up to see Peng Tianxu’s blade snapped halfway, the man standing there dazed.
    

    

    
      Seventh Brother had won!
    

    

    
      “What a formidable sword art.”
    

    

    
      Beside her, Wu Zhenhang’s eyes shone, eager to challenge as well.
    

    

    
      On the stage, Peng Tianxu flung aside his broken blade and said, unwilling to concede, “You only won because of the divine weapon’s advantage!”
    

    

    
      With that, he leapt down from the stage.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV70 opponent and gained 30,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw the prompt and did a quick calculation.
    

    

    
      One gave 30,000. To reach ten million, he would need to defeat more than three hundred Third Grade experts.
    

    

    
      The higher he climbed, the harder it became to level up. This was only natural.
    

    

    
      He glanced at his status panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 99,896】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Layer Perfection), Five Elements True Art (Incomplete) (Seventh Layer 187,544/10,000,000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), Vermilion Bird Sword Technique (Mastery), Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens (Fourth Layer 3,277/400,000), Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan (First Layer 700,000/1,000,000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Techniques: Disguise Art (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      “Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan” was indeed powerful. Even before reaching the second layer, it had allowed him to easily defeat a newly advanced Third Grade opponent.
    

    

    
      Among those present, all were under thirty, their Third Grade breakthroughs recent. Their foundations in martial techniques were shallow—how could they be his match?
    

    

    
      As Chen Ming replenished his depleted Gangyuan, he shouted loudly, “Who else dares challenge me?”
    

    

    
      “I will!”
    

    

    
      Very soon, someone else answered, leaping onto the stage. Looking at the sword in his hand, he said, “Your sword is not bad.”
    

    

    
      The implication was that his victory over Peng Tianxu was entirely due to that divine weapon.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, he hadn’t even drawn his “Phoenix Cry Sword” yet.
    

    

    
      The sword he was using now was Gu Xianyu’s sidearm, a divine weapon.
    

    

    
      The difference between a divine weapon and a peerless divine weapon lay in whether or not it housed a Spirit of Origin.
    

    

    
      Of course, a divine weapon could also cut through iron like mud, allowing a Third Grade expert’s Gangyuan to unleash its full power—just with a little less spirit.
    

    

    
      Though peerless divine weapons were unimaginably rare, divine weapons themselves were also quite scarce. Not every Third Grade could possess one.
    

    

    
      This second opponent’s strength was evenly matched with Peng Tianxu.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only broke his weapon on the eightieth exchange.
    

    

    
      Still unconvinced, the opponent hurled his broken half-sword at him and launched another attack, only to be blasted off the stage by an invisible force.
    

    

    
      The one who struck was a Second Grade expert of the Qian Money Gang, responsible for maintaining order on the stage.
    

    

    
      He said sternly, “This is a contest for marriage. I ask everyone to show restraint. Young Master Gu, you may step down to rest.”
    

    

    
      “No need.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned and asked, “Is there anyone else who wishes to come up?”
    

    

    
      This angered quite a few of those present.
    

    

    
      By the look of it, he wanted to defeat all the young Third Grades of Xiazhou on his own?
    

    

    
      They were all young men—how could they endure such arrogance from an outsider, especially in front of beauties?
    

    

    
      Thus, a third challenger stepped up.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV71 opponent and gained 33,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV70 opponent and gained 30,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【You defeated an LV72 opponent and gained 36,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【……】
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming had consecutively defeated five opponents, Xia Shaowen finally stepped forward, stopping the sixth challenger. He said, “That’s enough for today. Young Master Gu has fought five battles in a row and consumed much energy. Continuing would be unfair to him. Let tomorrow decide.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally had no objection.
    

    

    
      The local Xiazhou youths also didn’t want to take advantage of his exhaustion, so they agreed.
    

    

    
      Thus, this highly anticipated martial contest for marriage was paused halfway.
    

    

    
      The name of Gu Xianyu spread throughout Wanlei City.
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was about to leave, Xia Shaowen stopped him, warmly inviting him to the Qian Money Gang as a guest.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t refuse.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Soon, in the Governor’s Residence, Liang Zongcheng received the news and was shocked. “That brat is actually Third Grade?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Father.”
    

    

    
      The one reporting was his son, Liang Zhengye. With some worry, he said, “I fear our previous plan is now impossible. That boy’s swordsmanship is outstanding, and with Xia Shaowen watching him closely, it would be nearly impossible to kill him on the stage.”
    

    

    
      Liang Zongcheng’s expression grew grave. “Why would the Gu Family send him to Xiazhou? They clearly know I am here… could it be the Gu Family also wants that quota?”
    

    

    
      Liang Zhengye was shocked. “How would the Gu Family know of this matter?”
    

    

    
      Liang Zongcheng said coldly, “There are no walls in the world that the wind cannot pass through. Hmph, Gu Haoran must be insane, sending such a gifted son to Xiazhou. Does he truly think I wouldn’t dare kill him?”
    

    

    
      “Father…”
    

    

    
      “This is the struggle for the Path of Ascension. No matter who blocks my way, they must die!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Night.
    

    

    
      After the banquet, under Xia Shaowen’s invitation, Chen Ming stayed at the Qian Money Gang.
    

    

    
      Today, he had drawn far too much attention. Who knew how Liang Zongcheng would react? If he felt threatened and decided to kill him regardless, then staying at the Governor’s Residence would be walking into a trap.
    

    

    
      He had originally planned to seek out his cousin Gu Yuyin, but staying at the Qian Money Gang was not a bad choice either.
    

    

    
      The Qian Money Gang’s compound was vast and splendid, luxury everywhere befitting its name.
    

    

    
      In truth, as Chen Ming had discovered after several days of inquiries, the Qian Money Gang was not some great mercantile power like the Seven Great Maritime Traders. They were Xiazhou’s wealthiest only because the Xia Family owned a gold mine.
    

    

    
      They literally had a gold mine at home!
    

    

    
      Led by a servant of the Xia Residence, Chen Ming was brought to a rather secluded courtyard.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, please wait here a moment. I’ll be back shortly.”
    

    

    
      The servant left him there and ran off alone.
    

    

    
      What was this?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming grew suspicious. Could it be that Xia Shaowen also bore grudges against the Gu Family and intended to—
    

    

    
      “Young Master Gu.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a voice, incomparably melodious, came from the other side of the courtyard. It was the most beautiful voice he had ever heard. Just from the sound alone, he could imagine its owner was a woman of unparalleled beauty.
    

    

    
      “I beg your forgiveness for inviting you here in such a manner.”
    

    

    
      “Could it be Miss Xia?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already guessed the woman’s identity.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “A pleasure. I wonder what business Miss Xia has with me?”
    

    

    
      “To be frank, I have a rather shameless request.”
    

    

    
      “Please, speak.”
    

    

    
      That Miss Xia said softly, “The truth is, I already have someone I love. Therefore, I beg Young Master Gu tomorrow, on the stage, to show mercy—pretend to lose. I shall certainly repay you.”
    

    

    
      So it turned out she wanted him to throw the fight.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said firmly, “I must refuse. This concerns the Gu Family’s honor. I cannot lose in the arena.”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t even worth thinking about. Winning earned him tens of thousands of experience points. Losing would mean losing sixty or seventy thousand in one go. Of course he could never agree.
    

    

    
      Miss Xia said, “You could win a few matches, then stop going up.”
    

    

    
      “Impossible. That would only make others think I am afraid.” Chen Ming said, “Feigning defeat is out of the question. But rest assured, even if I win, I will not marry you. I already have someone in my heart. Besides, since you do too, you only need to tell your father.”
    

    

    
      A sigh drifted over. “If it were so easy, would I have sought you out?”
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help imagining a Romeo and Juliet-style love story.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Miss, forgive me. I cannot help you. My personal gain or loss matters little, but my family’s reputation matters greatly.”
    

    

    
      He realized that being from a noble family had its advantages—he always had plenty of excuses to refuse.
    

    

    
      Miss Xia fell silent for a moment, then suddenly asked, “Young Master, did you come for that quota?”
    

    

    
      Quota?
    

    

    
      What was that supposed to mean?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, could it be that this martial contest for marriage had a hidden agenda?
    

    

    
      No wonder Liang Zongcheng valued it so highly—so there really was another reason!
    

    

    
      His silence made Miss Xia assume he was admitting it. “For a man like you, must you really wade into such muddy waters?”
    

    

    
      If I said I wasn’t, would you believe me?
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      Chen Ming remained silent for a while before asking, “Who is the young lady’s beloved?”
    

    

    
      Miss Xia, who was behind the wall, did not answer him and had already left.
    

    

    
      He was hesitating whether to chase after her, when just at that moment, the servant who had left earlier came over, saying, “Young Master Gu, that side is the inner residence. It would not be convenient for you to enter. Please come this way.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only follow this servant.
    

    

    
      He was arranged to stay in a quiet little courtyard, where the maid Xiaohong had already prepared hot water for him to bathe.
    

    

    
      As he soaked in the bath, he asked, “Xiaohong, do you know where Gu Yuyin lives?”
    

    

    
      “I do.”
    

    

    
      “Good. Tomorrow morning, take me to find her.”
    

    

    
      Just now, Chen Ming had been thinking about the matter of the “quota.” Unfortunately, that Miss Xia had not given him a chance to ask. Such matters could only be asked of someone trustworthy.
    

    

    
      From Gu Xianyu’s perspective, this younger cousin looked down on him, always sneering and mocking. With his temperament, he would probably never go to her for help, even in death.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming saw things differently. After all, the two of them were cousins from the same family, without any conflicting interests. In a place like Xiazhou, where everything was unfamiliar, she was someone he could trust.
    

    

    
      After all, Gu Yuyin would never collude with outsiders to harm him.
    

    

    
      As for colluding with her own family—well, that was another matter.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning, before dawn, Chen Ming left the Qian Money Gang with the maid Xiaohong.
    

    

    
      Coincidentally, Gu Yuyin and the Wu siblings lived nearby, so it did not take long to arrive.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing the news, Wu Zhenhang personally came to the door to welcome him. His eyes burned with enthusiasm as he warmly said, “Seventh Lang, you have finally come.”
    

    

    
      “Greetings, Cousin Wu.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming politely greeted, “I am here to see Yuyin.”
    

    

    
      In that era, in terms of kinship, cousins from the same paternal line were closer than maternal cousins. After all, paternal cousins could not marry, while maternal cousins marrying was considered strengthening family ties.
    

    

    
      From this, it could be seen that the elders of the Gu and Wu families somewhat had this intention. That was why the two were made to travel together, though Wu Zhenhang’s sister also came along to avoid suspicion. But anyone with eyes could see the truth.
    

    

    
      “She is with my younger sister.”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang personally led him inside, chatting along the way. “Seventh Lang, you’ve really hidden yourself well. Yuyin said that you broke through to Third Grade, yet you concealed it from everyone.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied calmly, “In a great family, it is only natural to remain low-key.”
    

    

    
      “If your father knew you had reached Third Grade, he would never have let you come to Xiazhou alone.”
    

    

    
      “After reaching Third Grade, one must go out and temper oneself.”
    

    

    
      How could that be the same?
    

    
        Wu Zhenhang thought to himself: if the Gu family knew he had reached Third Grade, they would surely have sent a family expert to protect him in secret. A twenty-year-old Third Grade martial artist—at the very least, a First Grade expert would be assigned as his guard.
    

    

    
      However, such words were not appropriate to say directly. Speaking too much when acquaintanceship was shallow was taboo.
    

    

    
      Judging from Yuyin’s evaluation of this man, he seemed cautious and wary of the Gu family, not getting along well with his brothers because of his birth…
    

    

    
      Yet, Wu Zhenhang felt that her evaluation was somewhat biased. This Seventh Lang gave him a rather sincere impression.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Seventh Brother, you really kept me in the dark!”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin, accompanied by a young girl, came walking out. The moment she saw Chen Ming, she ran up as if reproaching him, though in truth it was more like acting spoiled. “You reached Third Grade and never told me, making me worry for nothing yesterday.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “That was indeed my fault.”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang introduced, “This is my younger sister, Wu Xiuyan.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming politely said, “Greetings, Cousin Wu.”
    

    

    
      Wu Xiuyan bowed with reserved manners, a little shy as she said, “Greetings, Seventh Brother Gu.”
    

    

    
      After some polite exchanges, they arrived at Gu Yuyin’s courtyard, where the Wu siblings then left.
    

    

    
      Once only the two of them remained inside the house, Gu Yuyin frowned and said, “Seventh Brother, did you come specifically to mock your younger sister?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming feigned ignorance. “What makes you say that?”
    

    

    
      “Sigh!”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin let out a soft sigh. “When I recall the things I said to you before, I feel utterly ashamed.”
    

    

    
      “We are family. I know you bore no ill intent. As your elder brother, how could I take it to heart?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin froze, her expression nearly slipping.
    

    

    
      She looked at this Seventh Brother with unfamiliar eyes. That he could say such words truly made it hard to believe.
    

    

    
      Was this really the Seventh Brother she knew?
    

    
        “Actually, I came to see you early today because I have something to ask.” Chen Ming did not want to dwell on trivial matters and moved on to the main point.
    

    

    
      “Please speak, Seventh Brother.” Gu Yuyin looked as though she was all ears.
    

    

    
      “Last night, that Xia Mudan came to me and asked whether I had come for the quota. Do you know what this quota refers to?”
    

    

    
      Mudan was the title of the “Mortal World’s Regal Flower” on the Supreme Beauty List.
    

    

    
      At the mention of “quota,” Gu Yuyin was visibly startled. “She really said that?”
    

    

    
      Seeing her reaction, Chen Ming realized she likely did know what the quota was. “Then what exactly is it?”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin shook her head solemnly and said, “In truth, I do not know the exact details of this quota. I only know it should be related to when a First Grade expert attempts to break through to the Divine Repository Realm.”
    

    

    
      Hiss——
    

    

    
      Chen Ming drew in a cold breath. This was even more troublesome than he had imagined—it was actually connected to a First Grade expert’s breakthrough into the Divine Repository Realm.
    

    

    
      If he recalled correctly, Liang Zongcheng had been in First Grade for quite a few years already.
    

    

    
      So, was his aim to break through to the Divine Repository Realm?
    

    

    
      And his so-called personal grudge with the Wan Family was in truth for the sake of contending over this quota?
    

    

    
      Many speculations flashed through Chen Ming’s mind.
    

    

    
      Then came the real question.
    

    

    
      He asked, “Why would this martial contest for marriage be related to that quota?”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin could not figure it out either. After all, her understanding of the quota was limited.
    

    

    
      She cautioned, “Seventh Brother, perhaps you should not go today. Those First Grade experts, for the sake of a chance at the Divine Repository Realm, will become ruthless and recognize no kin. Whoever blocks their path, they will kill without hesitation. After all, the Gu Family is too far away.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at her and suddenly smiled. “The Gu Family may be far, but the Wu Family is near. I believe they would certainly be interested in this quota.”
    

    

    
      “You mean—”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin was shocked, already guessing his thoughts.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Call Brother Wu over.”
    

    

    
      If the Wu Family could marry into the Gu Family, they were naturally no ordinary family. In this world, marriages were about being well-matched in social status.
    

    

    
      His idea was simple: pulling the Wu Family into this would be enough to secure his safety.
    

    

    
      He was still far from the Divine Repository Realm, with no need to think about it within a year or two. Giving away this quota would not be painful.
    

    

    
      Besides, with his current strength, even if he seized the quota, he could not keep it. It was better to let the Wu Family have it, thus forming a good relationship and gaining strong support in Xiazhou for the future.
    

    

    
      Of course, the premise was that the Wu Family did not already know about this matter.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Before long, Wu Zhenhang came over. When he heard Chen Ming mention “the quota,” he nearly jumped up and exclaimed, “You mean this martial contest for marriage is actually tied to the quota?”
    

    

    
      Seeing his reaction, Chen Ming knew he was right. He nodded. “That Miss Xia said so.”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang could no longer sit still. He stood and paced the room, his face unable to hide his excitement.
    

    

    
      After a while, he stopped, looked at Chen Ming, and asked a soul-piercing question: “Why would Seventh Lang tell me this?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming answered calmly, “The Gu Family is far away in the capital. By the time word reached them, it would be far too late.”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang bowed deeply. “Regardless of success or failure, the entire Wu Family owes Seventh Lang a great favor.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “We are family. That is too heavy a word.”
    

    

    
      With that, Wu Zhenhang left, clearly intending to arrange for someone to send the news back to his family.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the beginning of the Hour of the Snake, Chen Ming accompanied the Wu siblings to the Qian Money Gang to participate in the martial contest for marriage.
    

    

    
      On the way, Wu Zhenhang walked beside Chen Ming and said in a low voice, “If I am not mistaken, the Qian Money Gang must have discovered a secret realm deep within the gold mine.”
    

    

    
      “A secret realm?” Chen Ming asked.
    

    

    
        Wu Zhenhang glanced at him with some pity. As a core disciple of the Gu Family, he actually did not even know such common knowledge. This showed clearly what his standing in the Gu Family was.
    

    

    
      “It could be a cave mansion left behind by an ancient mighty figure, or it could be a pocket world. Such a place is a world of its own, some large, some small. Everyone refers to such places as secret realms.”
    

    

    
      “So that is how it is.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood that this was a secret known only to aristocratic families and sects. “And what is the quota?”
    

    

    
      “The quota is the only way to enter the secret realm. The authority to grant quotas naturally lies in the hands of the secret realm’s owner. For Miss Xia to ask you that way means that as long as one wins the martial contest for marriage, one can obtain a quota. So, the answer is obvious—the leader of the Qian Money Gang is the master of the secret realm.”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang knew much of such secrets, and with a little deduction, reached many conclusions. “I suspect that Miss Xia deliberately revealed this to you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was puzzled. “Why would she do that?”
    

    

    
      The more people who knew about such a precious quota, the more competitors there would be, and the more chaotic the situation would become.
    

    

    
      “It is very simple—to muddy the waters. The Qian Money Gang is likely mired in trouble right now. Xia Shaowen has not yet reached the Divine Repository Realm. Even if he became the master of the secret realm, it would be difficult to keep it, and he might even bring disaster upon himself. By letting his daughter reveal this to you, he was in fact revealing it to the Gu Family. Once the Gu Family joins the fray, those who already covet the quota but wish not to be excluded will be forced to ally with Xia Shaowen.”
    

    

    
      As they spoke, they had already arrived at the Qian Money Gang.
    

    

    
      The two no longer discussed the matter.
    

    

    
      Today, there were even more spectators than yesterday.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming appeared, he drew countless gazes, and the crowd parted to open a path for him.
    

    

    
      When Xia Shaowen appeared and announced the start of today’s matches, a man in blue clothing could not wait to leap onto the arena. Pointing his saber at Chen Ming, he shouted, “Gu, come up! Let me test your swordsmanship.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming wasted no words, leaping onto the stage to begin the first battle of the day.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an opponent of LV71, gained 33,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【You have defeated an opponent of LV70, gained 30,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【……】
    

    

    
      It was almost a repeat of yesterday. Chen Ming defeated several opponents in succession, reaping experience points.
    

    

    
      At first, people were still cheering loudly for the Third Grade martial artists of Xiazhou. But after several consecutive defeats, their voices grew weaker.
    

    

    
      With his strength alone, Chen Ming had nearly defeated all of Xiazhou’s strongest of the younger generation, delivering a huge blow to their morale.
    

    

    
      When the fifth challenger of the day was also defeated, the entire venue fell into silence.
    

    

    
      “Peerless Young Master!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone shouted.
    

    

    
      The arena once again erupted into excitement. Everyone shouted, “Yes, we still have Peerless Young Master.” “Peerless Young Master, it’s up to you!”
    

    

    
      This spontaneous, heartfelt hometown sentiment was something Chen Ming could understand. He looked down at the crowd at that one figure who stood out like a crane among chickens, waiting for him to step up.
    

    

    
      The beloved that Xia Mudan had spoken of was most likely this man.
    

    

    
      So far, Chen Ming had already defeated ten of Xiazhou’s Third Grades, yet Xia Mudan, up on the second floor, had shown no reaction. Now, among the Third Grades who had yet to fight, there could only be a few left.
    

    

    
      Amid the crowd’s cheers, Peerless Young Master finally moved. He leapt onto the stage with effortless grace, drawing thunderous applause.
    

    

    
      Peerless Young Master’s eyes shone as bright as stars as he looked at Chen Ming, speaking loudly, “Brother Gu has fought five battles in a row and consumed much strength. Why not rest for a day and fight me tomorrow?”
    

    

    
      It must be said, this person’s bearing was truly admirable.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “Why wait until tomorrow? Let us fight again in three hours.”
    

    

    
      “Very well.” Peerless Young Master agreed.
    

    

    
      Then, before everyone’s eyes, he sat cross-legged on the stage, began circulating his qi to recover, while Chen Ming opened his panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 419896】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》(Fifth Layer Perfection), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》(Seventh Layer 187544/10000000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》(Mastery), 《Eight Trigrams Saber Technique》(Mastery), 《Zhuang’s Flying Knife》(Mastery), 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》(Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》(Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens》(Fourth Layer 3277/400000), 《Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan》(First Layer 700564/1000000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Technique: 《Disguise Technique》(Mastery)】
    

    

    
      In these two days, he had gained a total of 320,000 experience points.
    

    

    
      This Peerless Young Master had such a great reputation; his strength would surely not be ordinary. The first layer of Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan might not be enough to defeat him.
    

    

    
      Thus, Chen Ming invested 300,000 points into Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan, raising this sword art to the second layer.
    

    

    
      Immediately, the panel displayed: 《Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan》(Second Layer 564/2000000).
    

    

    
      At the same time, countless new insights into the sword art flooded his mind.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Three hours passed in the blink of an eye.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming stood up, many in the crowd who had been waiting drowsily instantly perked up, eager for the earth-shaking battle to come.
    

    

    
      Everyone knew that if even Peerless Young Master could not defeat this Seventh Lang of the Gu Family from the capital, then among Xiazhou’s younger generation, no one would be able to match him.
    

    

    
      Among those present, the only ones standing on Chen Ming’s side were Gu Yuyin and the Wu siblings.
    

    

    
      She asked worriedly, “Seventh Brother, can you win?”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang did not speak. He had never seen Peerless Young Master fight and did not know his true strength. But for one to have such fame, it was certainly not simple.
    

    

    
      Though Gu Xianyu was strong, he had never reached the level of utterly crushing his peers.
    

    

    
      Thus, Wu Zhenhang did not hold much confidence in his heart.
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      Chen Ming opened his eyes, meeting Peerless Young Master’s profound gaze. He stood up and said, “Thank you for waiting. Now, let’s begin.”
    

    

    
      Peerless Young Master’s handsome brows tightened, sensing that this man’s temperament seemed as if it had undergone refinement, vaguely different from three hours earlier.
    

    

    
      He drew his sword, the blade’s radiance like a clear spring, and slowly said, “The name of the sword in my hand is the Dragon Abyss Sword, a peerless divine weapon. If you feel this is unfair, you may borrow another peerless divine weapon. I can wait for you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s gaze lingered for a moment on the sharp divine sword in his hand, faintly sensing the power within it, before saying, “No need. Let’s start.”
    

    

    
      It was not that he was pretending to be aloof—he truly had nowhere to borrow one from.
    

    

    
      In the whole of Ten Thousand Thunder City, as far as he knew, only two people possessed peerless divine weapons. One was Inspector Liang Zongcheng. This man bore an old grudge against the Gu Family; there was no chance he would lend it.
    

    

    
      The other was Xia Shaowen, who naturally would not lend it either.
    

    

    
      Of course, Chen Ming himself possessed a peerless divine weapon. But now, most of its strength was being used to suppress the Undying Demon Lord’s primordial spirit. If things became truly desperate, he could always draw it out later.
    

    

    
      Peerless Young Master did not wish to take advantage of him and said, “Please.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming did not stand on ceremony and immediately struck.
    

    

    
      Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan!
    

    

    
      His figure resembled a bird in flight, movements as graceful as a painting, yet dreamlike and illusory, like an antelope’s horns—impossible to trace.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Ah—”
    

    

    
      A startled cry came from the second floor.
    

    

    
      Everyone present heard it clearly, but no one looked up. All eyes remained fixed on the duel atop the stage.
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      Even Xia Shaowen gave a startled exclamation upon seeing this sword strike. This technique had already reached the threshold of mastery. What a fine youth—he had been concealing his strength earlier.
    

    

    
      To possess such sword mastery at such a young age was truly astonishing.
    

    

    
      Remarkable! Not only did he have peerless talent, but also a sword dao aptitude rarely seen in the world. Could this be the seed of a future Sword Saint?
    

    

    
      The Gu Family was truly blessed, to produce such a peerless genius.
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen felt envy stir in his heart.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a thought arose within him: perhaps marrying Yun’er to him might not be such a bad idea?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Buzz!
    

    

    
      The Dragon Abyss Sword in Peerless Young Master’s hand seemed to sense danger, erupting with a flash of deep-blue light that revealed every trace of Chen Ming’s sword trajectory.
    

    

    
      With calm composure, he counterattacked. The Dragon Abyss Sword in his hand precisely intercepted Chen Ming’s Po Jun Sword!
    

    

    
      Someone was cheating!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming really wanted to file a report—this was too shameless!
    

    

    
      The Dragon Abyss Sword not only exposed the path of his swordplay, but also seemed to come with AI auto-defense. Simply outrageous.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he finally understood how those who once faced the Phoenix Cry Sword had felt.
    

    

    
      It was enough to make one curse their luck.
    

    

    
      Still, complaints aside, Chen Ming swiftly shifted his moves.
    

    

    
      He did not intend to test Po Jun Sword’s edge against a peerless divine weapon.
    

    

    
      Crossing Shadows Over Vast Desolation!
    

    

    
      Geese Returning!
    

    

    
      Blood Stains Autumn Sands!
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shifted through successive moves, his speed dazzling to the eye, leaving onlookers unable to follow.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Those third-grade experts who had once been defeated by Chen Ming’s sword now finally understood, grinding their teeth in hatred. So this brat had been toying with them all along—he had never shown his true strength!
    

    

    
      They were naturally filled with both anger and frustration.
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang exclaimed with delight, “Good lad, his swordplay is this formidable!”
    

    

    
      Beside him, Gu Yuyin’s eyes were dazzled. The duel atop the stage was already beyond her comprehension. Only upon hearing her cousin’s words did she realize that Seventh Brother’s strength was far greater than she had imagined.
    

    

    
      And yet, Peerless Young Master, wielding the peerless divine Dragon Abyss Sword, still responded with ease. For a while, cheers surged like waves.
    

    

    
      The weaker martial artists only saw that Peerless Young Master seemed to have the advantage. Only those with keen insight could see the truth.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, Peerless Young Master was relying on the advantage of the peerless divine weapon.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the two had already exchanged more than ten moves.
    

    

    
      The crowd grew increasingly astonished. They all felt that Gu Qilang’s swordsmanship was beyond imagination. If it were them, they would have been defeated within three to five moves.
    

    

    
      “How did he cultivate this?”
    

    

    
      Among those present, more than ten third-grade martial artists, all proud geniuses, compared themselves against him and fell into doubt.
    

    

    
      He was just over twenty, nearly a decade younger than they were, yet his strength far surpassed theirs. Compared to him, it felt as if they had lived like dogs.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Not far away, an old man in purple robes, his bearing awe-inspiring, stood on a balcony overlooking the dueling stage outside the Qian Money Gang. His expression was grave.
    

    

    
      Beside him, Liang Zhengye grew more alarmed the longer he watched. Suddenly, he said excitedly, “Father, this boy must not be allowed to live! Otherwise, within ten years, the Gu Family will have another peerless swordmaster!”
    

    

    
      This elder was none other than Ten Thousand Thunder City’s ruler, First-Grade Inspector Liang Zongcheng. His long beard stirred in the wind as he sneered, “Who would have thought Gu Haoran was so foolish, sending such a son to Xiazhou? Seems he has grown senile, unable even to control strife among his own children.”
    

    

    
      “Father—”
    

    

    
      “Enough. I have my own plans.”
    

    

    
      Swept by his father’s gaze, Liang Zhengye finally calmed. For now, the most urgent matter was to prevent the quota from falling into the Wan Family’s hands. If that happened, Father’s breakthrough into the Divine Repository Realm would face no obstacles.
    

    

    
      Once Father stepped into the Divine Repository Realm and advanced further to become a Red-Robed Inspector of the Six Doors Authority, even the Gu Family would be powerless against the Liang Clan.
    

    

    
      For the sake of this great endeavor, that boy had to be spared for now.
    

    

    
      Liang Zhengye said, “Though that boy’s swordsmanship is exquisite, compared to Jiang Wushuang, who wields a peerless divine weapon, he still falls short.”
    

    

    
      A peerless divine weapon not only had such functions, but also saved its master vast amounts of qi essence. To put it bluntly, for the same strike, Gu Xianyu needed seven parts strength, while Jiang Wushuang required only five.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang already stood in an invincible position. As long as the fight dragged on, Gu Xianyu would be doomed to defeat.
    

    

    
      “Unless… he has already comprehended Sword Intent—”
    

    

    
      No sooner had the words fallen than sudden change struck atop the stage. Jiang Wushuang’s body abruptly stiffened, and Gu Xianyu’s longsword finally broke through the Dragon Abyss Sword’s defense, thrusting toward his brow.
    

    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    

    
      Seeing Jiang Wushuang in peril, Xia Shaowen shouted loudly, about to intervene.
    

    

    
      But Gu Xianyu had already withdrawn, leaping several zhang away.
    

    

    
      “How is this possible?”
    

    

    
      Liang Zhengye cried out in disbelief and fury. “Could Jiang Wushuang have thrown the fight?”
    

    

    
      At his side, Liang Zongcheng pinched the bridge of his nose, his tone somber. “It’s Sword Intent.”
    

    

    
      “Sword… Intent?”
    

    

    
      Liang Zhengye’s expression froze.
    

    

    
      He had truly comprehended Sword Intent?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang stared at the falling strand of hair before his eyes. His gaze finally cleared as he looked at the tall, graceful figure of Gu Xianyu standing not far away. His eyes flickered with complex emotion.
    

    

    
      Only to hear Gu Xianyu ask, “Do you wish to continue?”
    

    

    
      “It is my loss.”
    

    

    
      He shook his head, ignoring the resentful buzzing of the Dragon Abyss Sword in his hand, and sheathed it. “Your swordplay is superb. I am no match.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, he walked from the stage, somewhat desolate.
    

    

    
      Seeing him admit defeat so straightforwardly, Chen Ming’s favor for him rose. Through sound transmission, he said, “Rest assured, I have no intention of marrying Lady Xia.”
    

    

    
      As soon as the words left his mouth, he saw Jiang Wushuang stumble, nearly tripping.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could not help but find it amusing. Was there need to be so shaken?
    

    

    
      It seemed these two were mutually devoted.
    

    

    
      That was good. In that case, it could be said to be killing two birds with one stone, granting them their happiness.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned around and said loudly, “Who else refuses to accept this?”
    

    

    
      The crowd below was utterly silent. Even Peerless Young Master, who wielded a peerless divine weapon, had been defeated. Among the younger generation, who else could be his opponent?
    

    

    
      At this moment, Xia Shaowen stood up, smiling broadly as he said, “Very good. I hereby announce that Young Master Gu Qi is my son-in-law.”
    

    

    
      “Wait—”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was about to declare that he had no intention of marrying his daughter when Xia Shaowen suddenly grabbed his arm, leaving him unable to speak.
    

    

    
      Damn!
    

    

    
      He was stunned, glaring at Xia Shaowen and frantically winking.
    

    

    
      What are you doing pulling me like this? Doesn’t a father know his own daughter already has someone she loves?
    

    

    
      But Xia Shaowen ignored him and continued, “If any of you friends have time, you may stay and drink a cup of wedding wine before you leave. Today, I will host their wedding.”
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was shocked. Could it really be this hasty?
    

    

    
      Wasn’t this the same as forcing a marriage at knifepoint?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Sword Intent! It was truly Sword Intent!”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang was still immersed in shock, unable to recover for a long time. His father had once said that he might grasp Sword Intent within five years, and before the age of forty, he could break through to the second grade.
    

    

    
      That had already been considered extremely high praise.
    

    

    
      Yet this Gu Qilang was only twenty and had already mastered Sword Intent.
    

    

    
      If he had not seen it with his own eyes, he would never have believed it.
    

    

    
      “Brother, something’s wrong.”
    

    

    
      Only when his younger sister Wu Xiuyan tugged at him urgently, calling several times, did he finally snap out of it.
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang asked, “What’s wrong?”
    

    

    
      Wu Xiuyan said anxiously, “Brother Gu Qi seems to have been forcibly restrained by Master Xia. He said tonight they will be wed.”
    

    

    
      Before coming here, Chen Ming had already told them he would not marry that Xia Mudan.
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang could not help but laugh, saying, “Then Brother Qi is truly blessed with fortune. For Master Xia’s daughter to be ranked on the Supreme Beauty List, she must be of peerless beauty, enough to match Brother Qi.”
    

    

    
      Wu Xiuyan stomped her foot and said, “Marriage is arranged by parents’ orders. How can it be treated like a child’s plaything?”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang spread his hands and said, “Master Xia is a first-grade expert. With Brother Qi in his hands, even I can do nothing. Cousin Yuyin, what do you think?”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin snorted. “Serves him right. Since he had no intention of marrying Xia Mudan, why did he step onto the stage? What does he take others for?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone beside them spoke. “I fear this matter is not so simple.”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang turned his head and saw that it was Peerless Young Master. He had come over at some point. Thus, Wu Zhenhang asked, “Brother Jiang, what do you mean?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang said, “Why would the Xia Family be in such a rush to marry off their daughter? Is that not suspicious? With Miss Xia’s appearance and reputation, why would they need to resort to a martial contest marriage? There must be a reason.”
    

    

    
      The three of them had not thought of this angle, but now they realized it.
    

    

    
      Indeed. Xia Mudan was a peerless beauty. Why would she ever lack suitors? Why force her into marriage with Gu Xianyu? And why so urgently, marrying today itself…
    

    

    
      Wu Xiuyan’s face suddenly changed. “Could it be that Miss Xia had an affair with another man and is already with child? Master Xia would not want scandal to spread, so he hurried to marry her to Brother Qi—”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang quickly covered his sister’s mouth. Seeing Jiang Wushuang’s expression grow unpleasant, he hastily said, “My younger sister has always been careless with her words. Please do not take offense.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang flicked his sleeve angrily and walked away.
    

    

    
      Wu Xiuyan struggled free from her brother’s hand, dissatisfied. “Why did you cover my mouth? I was only making a guess…”
    

    

    
      “Silence! How can such things be spoken so recklessly? If word of this reaches the ears of the Qian Money Gang, it will become a deadly grudge.”
    

    

    
      Wu Xiuyan saw that he was truly angry and dared not speak further.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “One bow to Heaven and Earth.”
    

    

    
      “Second bow to the elders.”
    

    

    
      “Husband and wife bow to each other.”
    

    

    
      “Send them to the bridal chamber!”
    

    

    
      In front of Xia Shaowen, Chen Ming had no power to resist at all. Like a puppet on strings, he went through the entire wedding ritual, and at last was escorted into the bridal chamber.
    

    

    
      It had to be said—the Qian Money Gang’s efficiency was truly high. In only half an afternoon, they had set up both a wedding hall and a bridal chamber.
    

    

    
      Everything was fully prepared.
    

    

    
      After entering the bridal chamber, Chen Ming sat expressionlessly at the bedside, enduring the teasing of the guests. Only after the cross-cup wine had been drunk did the others finally leave.
    

    

    
      He looked at the bride across from him, her head veiled in red, and thought: could it be that she too had been controlled by her father, with no say in the matter?
    

    

    
      “Well then, I am now a married man.”
    

    

    
      Fortunately, this was just a false identity. He felt no psychological burden, and simply treated it as experiencing a wedding of this era.
    

    

    
      “Why did Xia Shaowen force his daughter to marry me?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pondered this question. “And why so hastily? This is highly unusual.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Xia Shaowen’s voice came from outside. “Son-in-law, may I have a word with you?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was speechless. Whether he could leave or not depended on this man anyway.
    

    

    
      As he thought this, he found he could move again.
    

    

    
      He stood, saw the bride still sitting unmoving, and walked out. Pushing the door open, he found a refined, ancient-style middle-aged man waiting outside. Chen Ming said with no expression, “Master Xia, what is the meaning of this?”
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen chuckled. “Son-in-law, don’t be angry. Please come with me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed him into the study.
    

    

    
      Truth be told, he had encountered first-grade experts in that cavern before. But only today did he realize the immense gap between third-grade and first-grade.
    

    

    
      In front of Xia Shaowen, he had no ability to resist, not even to move. It left him utterly powerless.
    

    

    
      Such strength was despair-inducing.
    

    

    
      Once inside the study, Xia Shaowen took out a golden object and placed it before him, saying, “Son-in-law, this is what you want.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked closely. It was a golden token, carved with complex inscriptions. He picked it up. It was heavy, yet clearly not made of gold, for it was far too hard.
    

    

    
      He looked at Xia Shaowen, waiting for an explanation.
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen said, “This is the pass to enter the secret realm. One token represents one quota.”
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      Chen Ming fiddled with the token for a while and tried injecting a strand of Gangyuan into it, but nothing happened. It was just like an ordinary gold medallion.
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen observed his expression. Seeing that his face remained calm, he secretly praised him. To face such a rare treasure yet remain unperturbed showed the steadiness of his heart.
    

    

    
      He explained, “This token can only be activated by a First Grade Martial Artist. Your cultivation isn’t sufficient, so naturally, it had no reaction. Three days later, let a First Grade Martial Artist hold this token and come to the Qian Money Gang, and you will be able to enter that Secret Realm.”
    

    

    
      So it even had a cultivation requirement?
    

    
      Chen Ming found this somewhat strange. He set the token down and asked, “Lord Xia, what do you mean by this?”
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen did not answer. Instead, he reached for something from the bookshelf behind him. His movements were light, as if he were cradling something of utmost importance.
    

    

    
      It was a small purple sandalwood box.
    

    

    
      He placed the box in front of Chen Ming and said, “Open it and take a look.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at him, then reached out and opened the box. Inside lay a rolled-up scroll. He took it out and slowly unfurled it, revealing the contents.
    

    

    
      It was a landscape painting—a lone boat upon a lake, in the midst of falling rain.
    

    

    
      The brushwork was rather crude, worse than the craftwork sold at roadside stalls.
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was thinking this, he suddenly felt the painting come alive, as though it was pulling his consciousness into it.
    

    

    
      What the hell?
    

    

    
      Startled, he quickly snapped back to himself. The next moment, everything returned to normal.
    

    

    
      He steadied his mind, looking at the painting with suspicion, yet the strokes remained as rough as before.
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen exclaimed in admiration, “As expected, my virtuous son-in-law’s spiritual sense is extraordinary. At the very first sight of this Visualization Diagram, you were able to grasp the intent within.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression changed. “This is a Visualization Diagram?”
    

    

    
      The Third Grade was the Gangyuan Realm, while the Second Grade was the Divine Will Realm. To nourish one’s spiritual sense, the most effective method was through a Visualization Diagram.
    

    

    
      A Visualization Diagram not only tempered one’s spiritual sense, but also aided martial artists in comprehending that elusive ‘intent’.
    

    

    
      However, Visualization Diagrams were extremely rare, almost entirely monopolized by great aristocratic families and sects.
    

    

    
      For a lone martial artist like Chen Ming, without family or sect backing, such a treasure was beyond all expectation. Who would have thought he would encounter one here, in Xia Shaowen’s possession?
    

    

    
      “Lord Xia, what do you mean by this?”
    

    

    
      This time, Chen Ming’s tone carried far greater weight.
    

    

    
      Seeing that he was finally moved, Xia Shaowen’s face lit up with a smile. “This is part of my Xia Family’s dowry. Virtuous son-in-law, keep it well.”
    

    

    
      “Hiss—”
    

    

    
      To give a token entry into a Secret Realm, plus a Visualization Diagram, as a dowry—wasn’t this generosity a bit too much?
    

    
      As the saying went, ‘when something is abnormal, there must be something amiss.’ The more generous he acted, the more it showed that something was terribly wrong.
    

    

    
      “I—”
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was about to refuse, he realized he could not move again, nor could he speak.
    

    

    
      This trick again?
    

    

    
      He could only watch as Xia Shaowen tucked both the token and the Visualization Diagram into his robes.
    

    

    
      “Virtuous son-in-law, tonight is your wedding night. Go back now.”
    

    

    
      And so, Chen Ming was carried like a puppet to the bridal chamber door.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, hurried footsteps approached, followed by an anxious cry: “Gang Leader, something has happened!”
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen stopped in his tracks. “What has happened?”
    

    

    
      The man stepped forward and whispered a report.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chen Ming’s Gangyuan was completely sealed, so he could not hear the words.
    

    

    
      After listening, Xia Shaowen hastily left, clearly faced with some grave incident. Before leaving, he ordered two maids who had just emerged from the room to escort Chen Ming into the bridal chamber.
    

    

    
      These two maids were Xia Mudan’s personal attendants, whom Chen Ming had seen before.
    

    

    
      One on either side, they took his arms and lifted him toward the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Then, with two muffled thuds—
    

    

    
      Both maids collapsed to the ground.
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu.”
    

    

    
      A somewhat familiar voice rang out. Chen Ming was stunned—it was him?
    

    

    
      It was indeed the voice of the Peerless Young Master.
    

    

    
      “Forgive me.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang spoke from behind. In the next instant, Chen Ming felt himself lifted into the air, carried away like riding clouds and mist, soaring straight out of the Qian Money Gang.
    

    

    
      In bitter amusement, Chen Ming thought, hey, you’re here to steal the bride, but you’ve grabbed the wrong person, haven’t you?
    

    
      Today was the Qian Money Gang’s day of great celebration, with all the important figures drinking in the front hall. Jiang Wushuang had taken him from the inner quarters, without alarming a single soul.
    

    

    
      Just like that, they left Wanlei City.
    

    

    
      Outside the city, in a wooded grove, Jiang Wushuang finally stopped and set Chen Ming down.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      At that moment, Jiang Wushuang drew the “Dragon Abyss Sword,” his face solemn, and struck straight down.
    

    

    
      A dazzling sword light flared.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt something within his body shatter—the shackles binding his Gangyuan and flesh dissolved, and he finally regained his freedom.
    

    

    
      He cupped his hands in salute and thanked Jiang Wushuang. “Many thanks, Brother Jiang, for helping me escape.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang shook his head. His face was pale, the single strike having drained him greatly. Even with the aid of a peerless divine weapon, breaking the seal of a First Grade expert was no easy feat.
    

    

    
      Seeing him on the verge of collapse, Chen Ming hurried forward to support him, asking with concern, “Are you alright?”
    

    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang finally steadied himself, subtly withdrawing his hand from Chen Ming’s grasp.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming then asked, “Why did Brother Jiang help me?”
    

    

    
      Logically speaking, he had defeated Jiang Wushuang on the arena stage, shaming him and even winning away the woman he loved. He should have hated him.
    

    

    
      To be honest, when that sword descended, Chen Ming had thought for a moment that Jiang Wushuang meant to kill him.
    

    

    
      Yet instead of killing, he had freed him from Xia Shaowen’s seal.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could not understand why.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang said, “I admire Brother Gu’s character and martial skill. I do not wish to see you ensnared in a vortex without knowing it.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean by that?”
    

    

    
      “This is not the place to linger. Let us talk as we walk.”
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu, do you know why Lord Xia held this martial arts tournament for marriage? And why he rushed to have you and Lady Xia wed immediately?”
    

    

    
      Walking side by side, Jiang Wushuang questioned him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “I suppose Lord Xia must have his own difficulties.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu is truly wise,” Jiang Wushuang praised. “To not be blinded by beauty, to remain calm amidst such temptations—Brother Gu is indeed no ordinary man.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Jiang, don’t flatter me.”
    

    

    
      “Have you noticed that Lord Xia’s wife has yet to appear?”
    

    

    
      “This is indeed strange. At her daughter’s wedding, how could a mother not attend? Could it be that Lord Xia intended to act first and explain later?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang said, “It is more than that. Lady Xia is completely unaware. At this very moment, she is in seclusion, attempting a breakthrough to the First Grade.”
    

    

    
      “What? Why would Lord Xia do this?”
    

    

    
      “Because Lady Xia intends to marry Mudan into the palace. Lord Xia is unwilling, so he took advantage of her seclusion to marry off his daughter. By the time Lady Xia emerges, it will already be a fait accompli. No matter how displeased she may be, it will be too late.”
    

    

    
      “There’s actually such a thing?”
    

    

    
      Now Chen Ming was truly dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      So Xia Shaowen wanted to use him as a shield?
    

    

    
      And not just any shield—one against the imperial family?
    

    

    
      A mere Third Grade like him—what qualifications did he have for this?
    

    
      He swallowed nervously and asked in a low voice, “Lady Xia wishes to marry her daughter to whom in the palace?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang replied, “The Emperor himself!”
    

    

    
      Well then, he was completely finished.
    

    

    
      So he had just put a green hat on the Emperor?
    

    

    
      This was the hatred of a stolen wife! Would the Emperor not kill him for this?
    

    

    
      He gave a bitter laugh. “Brother Jiang, do you think I can still keep my little life?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang saw his bitter expression and could not help but laugh. “Rest assured, this is merely Lady Xia’s idea and has not yet been put into action. Originally, she intended to wait until the imperial draft six months later to send her daughter into the palace.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming finally breathed a sigh of relief and said with gratitude, “In that case, it’s still fine.”
    

    

    
      After a while, Jiang Wushuang continued, “In truth, Lady Xia’s thought arose from the Supreme Beauty List of the First Pavilion of the World. They gave her daughter the title of Mortal Flower of Wealth. Since Mudan is the queen among flowers, and Lady Xia listened to some soothsayers, she firmly believed her daughter would become the most exalted woman in the world. That is why she entertained the idea of sending her into the palace, regardless of whether her daughter was willing.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at him and said, “It seems Brother Jiang truly harbors deep feelings for Lady Xia. Rest assured, just now in the bridal chamber, I did not so much as touch her fingertip, nor even lift her veil. You also know this wedding was fake. I hope Brother Jiang will not mind.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang’s expression became strange. “Brother Gu truly has no interest in Lady Xia? After all, she was able to ascend the Supreme Beauty List, and must surely be of unparalleled beauty.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed. “To be honest, I carry a certain bias—the more beautiful a woman is, the less lovable she tends to be. Having basked in admiration and praise since childhood, growing up in such an environment, it’s impossible for her to be normal. I cannot stand princess syndrome.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang replied seriously, “Brother Gu’s words may be somewhat prejudiced.”
    

    

    
      “That’s why I said it was my bias. I imagine that in Brother Jiang’s eyes, Lady Xia must be flawless.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, once you marry someday, you’ll understand after some time has passed.
    

    

    
      After a while, he noticed Jiang Wushuang was silent, seemingly angry. Chen Ming wondered, why so petty?
    

    

    
      Then he suddenly realized—with Jiang Wushuang’s looks, he too must have grown up in a similar environment.
    

    

    
      “Could he think I was mocking him?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately apologized. “I misspoke. Please forgive me, Brother Jiang.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang said calmly, “You weren’t wrong. Why apologize?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shifted the topic. “So, where does Brother Jiang intend to go next?”
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, he answered, “Xiazhou City.”
    

    

    
      “Perfect, I’m also heading to Xiazhou City. Let us travel together.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At dawn, Chen Ming and Jiang Wushuang had already reached a small town more than fifty li away and found a tavern to eat in.
    

    

    
      It seemed Jiang Wushuang had never been in such a modest place before. He looked rather uncomfortable, likely a bit of a clean freak.
    

    

    
      “Waiter.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming called the shop attendant over, handed him a piece of silver, and instructed him to wash the bowls and chopsticks until spotless.
    

    

    
      Then, with a flick of his sleeve, he swept a layer of grease from the table and stools before sitting down. “Brother Jiang, please sit.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang gave him a glance, said nothing, and sat opposite him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Where are your attendants?”
    

    

    
      “I instructed them last night. They should arrive here before noon.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      “I also sent word to notify your sister. They should be arriving together.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming praised, “Brother Jiang, you are meticulous and thoughtful indeed.”
    

    

    
      That saved him the trouble.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, he would have had to figure out how to hand that token to Wu Zhenhang.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Before noon, the Jiang retainers arrived, together with Gu Yuyin and Wu Zhenhang.
    

    

    
      “Seventh Brother, here is your sword.”
    

    

    
      As soon as they met, Gu Yuyin returned both swords to their rightful owner.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming accepted the Po Jun Sword and the Phoenix Cry Sword, finally at ease, and said with joy, “How did these end up in your hands?”
    

    

    
      He had thought the two swords would be lost in the Qian Money Gang and irretrievable for the time being. This was an unexpected surprise.
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin said, “Lord Xia had them sent back. And congratulations, Seventh Brother, on your wedding yesterday.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming tapped her lightly on the head. “Don’t talk nonsense. Without our parents’ command, there can be no true marriage.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his serious expression, Gu Yuyin dared not joke further.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang did not disturb them, instead leading his people outside.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned to Wu Zhenhang, took out the token, and said, “Brother Wu, I finally fulfilled my promise and obtained a quota. Two days later, a First Grade expert must take this token to Lord Xia of the Qian Money Gang. That way, you may enter the Secret Realm.”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang looked at the golden token with a deeply complicated expression. “We did nothing to earn this quota. To receive it feels undeserved.”
    

    

    
      “Take it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said freely, “This quota has a time limit. If missed, it becomes useless. If you won’t take it, then I’ll just throw it away.”
    

    

    
      Wu Zhenhang finally accepted the token, and solemnly declared, “Brother Gu, this favor will be remembered by the entire Wu Family. In the future, should you have need, I, Wu Zhenhang, will go through fire and water without hesitation.”
    

    

    
      “His words are mine as well.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a woman’s voice rang out.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a blur before his eyes, and suddenly an extraordinary beauty stood there. At first glance, she seemed very young, barely over twenty. But on closer look, she appeared like a mature woman in her late twenties or thirties.
    

    

    
      “Aunt!”
    

    

    
      “Little Aunt!”
    

    

    
      Hearing the siblings Wu and Gu Yuyin’s greetings, Chen Ming also bowed. “Greetings, Little Aunt.”
    

    

    
      The newcomer was none other than Gu Yuyin’s mother’s youngest sister, Wu Qiuyue, a peak of the First Grade.
    

    

    
      Wu Qiuyue was satisfied with how Chen Ming addressed her and said, “If I can successfully open the Divine Repository this time, once you reach the First Grade, I will return a quota to you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Then I thank you in advance, Little Aunt.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, Chen Ming parted ways with Wu Qiuyue and her group.
    

    

    
      Wu Qiuyue, the Wu siblings, and the others were returning to Wanlei City.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Jiang Wushuang headed toward Xiazhou City.
    

    

    
      To save time, they did not take a carriage, but rode on horseback, one man with two steeds.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Brother Jiang, for what purpose do you go to Xiazhou City? Is there anything I can assist with?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang said calmly, “I go to kill someone.”
    

    

    
      “Who?”
    

    

    
      “An enemy.”
    

    

    
      “If you need my help, just say the word.”
    

    

    
      “Good!”
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      Chen Ming and his companion traveled at an extremely fast pace, rushing day and night. When their horses collapsed from exhaustion, they continued on foot, moving even faster than riding.
    

    

    
      Two days later, Xiazhou City was already in sight.
    

    

    
      Seeing the great city not far away, both of them couldn’t help but let out a breath of relief. They had been hurrying so urgently because they were afraid someone might chase after them.
    

    

    
      For instance, Xia Shaowen—or perhaps Liang Zongcheng.
    

    

    
      Now that they had reached the vicinity of Xiazhou City, they were finally safe.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming slowed down his pace and asked Jiang Wushuang, who still appeared spotless, “Brother Jiang, do you know about the Secret Realm?”
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was because he was handsome, but Jiang Wushuang seemed to subconsciously pay more attention to his image. Despite having traveled for two days and nights, his clothes looked as if they were freshly changed.
    

    

    
      This meant he had consumed extra Vital Energy to ensure that no dust clung to him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no such concerns. If his clothes got dirty, he simply changed them.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang’s face was solemn, as though deep in thought. Startled by the question, he answered with some doubt, “Brother Gu should actually know better than I do.”
    

    

    
      They had already compared their ages. Gu Xianyu was two months older than Jiang Wushuang.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “To tell you the truth, I was born a bastard. It was only because I displayed some talent that I was included in the Gu Family’s genealogy. My father has always been indifferent toward me and never spoke of such things. As for others, it’s better not to mention them.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang was moved. “I never thought that with Brother Gu’s talent, you would be treated so coldly in the Gu Family.”
    

    

    
      He found it hard to imagine. By right, with Gu Xianyu’s peerless aptitude, even if his father did not care, the elders of the clan should have valued him greatly.
    

    

    
      After a pause, Jiang Wushuang changed the topic back to the Secret Realm. “As for the origins of Secret Realms, there are many theories. Some say they were formed naturally by heaven and earth, while others claim they were opened up by ancient mighty figures and left behind. This can no longer be verified.
    

    

    
      “A Secret Realm is a world of its own, each with unique marvels and distinct laws. Only by obtaining the proper token can one enter.
    

    

    
      “The number of people a Secret Realm can contain differs. Some can only accommodate one person, others three to five, while the largest can hold ten. Moreover, if the required number is not met, the Secret Realm cannot be opened…”
    

    

    
      The more Chen Ming listened, the stranger it seemed.
    

    

    
      Not only did a Secret Realm require cultivation level to meet the condition, it also required a set number of participants. No matter how he looked at it, it seemed artificially designed.
    

    

    
      Good heavens, had he transmigrated into a game world?
    

    
      No wonder killing beasts allowed him to level up.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang continued, “It is said that all Secret Realms require at least First Grade cultivation to open. Furthermore, only within a Secret Realm can one obtain the divine treasures needed to unlock the God Repository within the body.
    

    

    
      “Some have speculated that perhaps the original pinnacle of the human world was First Grade. And the Secret Realms are ladders left behind by heaven for us to ascend.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s mouth twitched.
    

    

    
      So, this entire vast world was like a novice village. The Secret Realms were like dungeons. If one wanted to change class, they had to enter a dungeon, complete quests, and only then could they advance…
    

    

    
      No, this sense of déjà vu was far too strong.
    

    

    
      He sighed with emotion. “No wonder the aristocratic clans and sects of this world have endured for hundreds or even thousands of years. It turns out they control the ladder to the heavens.”
    

    

    
      For a wild martial artist to break into the Divine Repository Realm would be extremely difficult.
    

    

    
      And he was the same.
    

    

    
      If things were truly as he imagined, and advancing to the Divine Repository Realm required completing a class-change quest, then he had no choice but to do so.
    

    

    
      “At least I’ve just formed a good karmic tie.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but think of Wu Qiuyue. He hoped that once she broke through to the Divine Repository Realm, she would keep her promise and secure him a slot.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang said, “Brother Gu need not worry. With your talent, even if the Gu Family treats you coldly, once you reach First Grade, they will still help you obtain the necessary slots. Unlocking all five Divine Repositories will not be difficult.”
    

    

    
      There were five Divine Repositories?
    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. That meant he would need to secure five slots?
    

    

    
      But he wasn’t truly Gu Xianyu. He dared not return to the Gu Family. If the strong cultivators of the Divine Repository Realm saw through him, he would surely die.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The walls of Xiazhou City were tall and imposing. The city wall, ten zhang high, was built from massive square stones, still bearing the scars of past wars.
    

    

    
      This was an ancient city steeped in history, a place that had always been of military importance.
    

    

    
      Its style differed completely from Jiangzhou City’s, carrying a heavier sense of the past.
    

    

    
      With the Six Doors Authority patrol envoy’s waist token, Chen Ming entered the city smoothly with Jiang Wushuang.
    

    

    
      As he examined the passersby and buildings, Jiang Wushuang asked, “Brother Gu, do you have a place to stay in Xiazhou City?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “Why not stay at my residence for now?”
    

    

    
      “So long as you don’t find it troublesome.”
    

    

    
      Thus, Chen Ming followed Jiang Wushuang to his residence—or rather, a property the Jiang Family owned in Xiazhou City.
    

    

    
      Aristocratic clans like the Jiang Family always maintained properties in Xiazhou City, providing a foothold whenever they needed to come here.
    

    

    
      This was normal. The families in Jiangzhou did the same.
    

    

    
      From the outside, Jiang Wushuang’s residence looked ordinary. But upon entering, one discovered it was actually a refined garden. Every plant and stone seemed carefully arranged, likely the work of a master.
    

    

    
      From this residence alone, one could tell that Jiang Wushuang was a man of taste.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was arranged to stay in a guest room within a side courtyard. It was quiet and private, separated from the main courtyard.
    

    

    
      He was satisfied with the environment. After bathing and changing into fresh clothes, he dismissed everyone. Then he took out the Visualization Diagram Xia Shaowen had given him and hung it on the wall.
    

    

    
      Sitting down, he gazed at the painting.
    

    

    
      Before long, he again felt as if the painting had come to life, trying to draw his spirit into it.
    

    

    
      This time, he did not resist. Instead, he immersed his spirit within the painting, comprehending its unique intent.
    

    

    
      Amidst distant mountains, he found himself alone, boating on a lake. Suddenly, heavy rain fell. Before his eyes was only a curtain of white rain. His heart involuntarily felt the solitude of “a lone boat, a raincoat-clad old man, fishing alone in the cold river snow.”
    

    

    
      He did not know how much time passed before he felt himself transformed into a great bird, soaring alone through heaven and earth…
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The artistic conception within the painting ebbed away like receding tides.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s consciousness returned to reality. He let out a long breath and carefully put away the Visualization Diagram.
    

    

    
      This time, the comprehension had taken several hours. Night had already fallen.
    

    

    
      Excess was harmful. Comprehending a Visualization Diagram required caution. If one became too immersed, it could affect their mental state—or even their personality.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened his panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 155896】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Layer Perfected), Five Elements True Art (Incomplete) (Seventh Layer 192134/10000000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), Vermilion Bird Sword Technique (Mastery), Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens (Fourth Layer 3277/400000), Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan (Second Layer 5763/2000000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Disguise Technique (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      He was pleasantly surprised. “The proficiency of Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan actually increased by more than five thousand.”
    

    

    
      This Visualization Diagram truly matched the intent of this sword art.
    

    

    
      Five thousand a day meant one hundred fifty thousand a month. In just over a year, he could raise this sword art to the second layer.
    

    

    
      It would save him a great deal of experience points.
    

    

    
      Even the Five Elements True Art had seen noticeable improvement.
    

    

    
      “Though Xia Shaowen isn’t much of a person, his gift was indeed generous.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought that Xia Shaowen likely felt guilty, so he gave these two items as compensation.
    

    

    
      For the sake of this Visualization Diagram, he decided to let Xia Shaowen off.
    

    

    
      Just then, he suddenly sensed something, got up, and opened the door. “Brother Jiang, is that you outside?”
    

    

    
      Outside the courtyard, Jiang Wushuang stood holding an oil-paper umbrella. At some point, rain had begun falling.
    

    

    
      He said, “Brother Gu cultivates so diligently. I feel ashamed in comparison.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Come inside and talk.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang entered, closed the umbrella, and set it aside. In truth, with his strength, he wouldn’t have been wet even without it. But he still brought one.
    

    

    
      After he sat down silently, Chen Ming asked, “You wouldn’t have come just to sit with me, would you?”
    

    

    
      “Actually, I do have a request.”
    

    

    
      “Speak freely. If it’s within my power, I’ll help.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu, tomorrow when you go to the Six Doors Authority, could you not clarify that the engagement with Miss Xia is false?”
    

    

    
      “??”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had never expected that the favor he was being asked for would turn out to be this.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t Jiang Wushuang in love with Xia Mudan?
    

    

    
      What did this mean?
    

    
      Were they treating him as part of their PLAY?
    

    

    
      This hobby was rather unusual.
    

    

    
      He said, “This isn’t proper, is it?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang stood up and gave a deep bow. “I ask Brother Gu to help me with this matter.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming supported him up and said gravely, “You must at least give me a reason.”
    

    

    
      Biting his lip, Jiang Wushuang said, “If you go around saying this marriage is false, then Madam Xia will have an excuse to send her into the palace. By then, there will be no turning back.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming thought it made sense.
    

    

    
      Xia Shaowen had only dared to pull such a stunt while his wife was in seclusion. Clearly, Madam Xia was usually a forceful woman. Once she emerged from seclusion and learned the marriage was fake, she might really send her daughter into the palace.
    

    

    
      He sighed. “But in this way, it is far too unfair to you.”
    

    

    
      Not only had the woman he loved married another man, now he was asking that man to maintain the pretense of being her husband.
    

    

    
      This was too pitiful.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang remained silent.
    

    

    
      Surely, his heart was being cut to pieces at this moment.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, you clearly could have eloped with her.
    

    

    
      But he did not say it aloud. He had already heard that the Jiang Family had been in decline for many years, and only recently produced a peerless genius.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang, like Gu Yuantao, bore the burden of revitalizing his family.
    

    

    
      On one side was the woman he loved, on the other was his clan. For anyone, it would be a painful choice.
    

    

    
      Now that Jiang Wushuang spoke so, it was clear he had already decided to put his family above all else.
    

    

    
      Thus, Chen Ming said solemnly, “Brother Jiang, I admire your magnanimity and thank you for your trust. I, Gu Xianyu, swear before the heavens that I will never harbor any improper thoughts toward Xia Mudan. If I break this vow, may I die wretchedly and have my corpse turn to ashes.”
    

    

    
      His voice was firm as he swore a heavy oath.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang stared blankly at him, his lips moving, but in the end, he said nothing.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning, Chen Ming put on the official uniform of a Fifth Grade Patrol Envoy of the Six Doors Authority and went to report for duty.
    

    

    
      Xiazhou City was divided in two by the Gan River—one side being the eastern city, the other the western city.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors Authority headquarters was located at the very center of the eastern city.
    

    

    
      After Chen Ming presented the seal that verified his identity, he was taken to meet a First Grade Inspector, who was also his direct superior.
    

    

    
      The man was an elderly figure with graying hair, smiling as he said, “So, the Gu Family’s boy has finally arrived.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming bowed formally. “Subordinate Gu Xianyu greets Lord Hong.”
    

    

    
      This man’s name was Hong Yuze. He was already very old and, according to rumors, disinclined to meddle in affairs. Among the three Inspectors of Xiazhou City, he had the lowest presence.
    

    

    
      Since he had come to Xiazhou City to serve, Chen Ming had naturally investigated the important figures of the Six Doors Authority here.
    

    

    
      And indeed, the number of experts in Xiazhou City’s Six Doors Authority far surpassed that of Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze looked at him with a troubled face. “Boy, your luck is really poor. Inspectors Liu and Zhou are both away. If you want to assume your post now, you can only be assigned under me. Otherwise, you could wait a few days until they return.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “Subordinate is willing to serve under Lord’s command.”
    

    

    
      “Ha ha, you’re new here, so you may not know. This old man is already aged, my energy lacking, and I don’t care much for affairs. If you serve under me, you’ll have no chance to earn merit…”
    

    

    
      “Subordinate is willing to follow Lord.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming restated his stance.
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze gave him a few appraising looks, a smile appearing on his face. “Since that is the case, this old man will take you. In the future, when you handle matters under me, just remember one thing: don’t bother me unnecessarily. This old man likes peace and quiet.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood: don’t stir up trouble, and if he did, this old man would not protect him.
    

    

    
      In fact, this was exactly what he had heard about Hong Yuze’s way of doing things. Seeing him now, the rumors were not exaggerated. The man truly wanted nothing to do with anything.
    

    

    
      Among the common folk, he was nicknamed the “Wooden Bodhisattva”—meaning that although high and exalted, no amount of worship would bring results.
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Ming so sensible, Hong Yuze nodded in satisfaction. He then summoned officials to ask what positions were currently vacant.
    

    

    
      An official produced a prepared register, looked it over, and replied solemnly, “Reporting to Lord, the quota for patrol envoys is already full. The only vacancies are for tomb-guarding positions, clerical posts, and prison wardens…”
    

    

    
      They were all clerical or logistical jobs.
    

    

    
      In truth, this was the Six Doors Authority’s way of limiting aristocratic scions. While they didn’t forbid them from entering, they denied them opportunities to earn merit.
    

    

    
      After all, in the Six Doors Authority, merit came from capturing criminals. Working in logistics or clerical tasks, how could one earn merit?
    

    
      Even the Gu Family’s noble sons were no exception.
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze said nothing, staring at the ground in a daze.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming heard the words “prison warden,” he immediately said, “Lord, I will take the position of prison warden.”
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze blinked, yawning. “Fine. Someone, take him to complete the formalities.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
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      The Great Jin Dynasty’s system separated civil and military affairs.
    

    
      Although the Six Doors Authority was in charge locally, they only managed martial matters. Civil affairs were handled by civil officials—namely, the Provincial Governor’s Office.
    

    

    
      The Provincial Governor was considered the deputy to the Commander of the Six Doors.
    

    

    
      Of course, the Six Doors Authority’s office at the prefectural level was vast and naturally required officials to manage logistics. These were considered civil positions.
    

    

    
      Aristocratic youths like Gu Xianyu were often arranged into civil posts. This was practically an unwritten rule.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already heard this from Wu Zhenhang.
    

    

    
      At that time, he had already decided what position he wanted, believing that the upper ranks of the Six Doors would also give the Gu Family some face.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, he successfully became a Fifth Grade Prison Warden.
    

    

    
      For him, this was a dream position.
    

    

    
      Back in Qingfeng City, when he was only a Seventh Grade, he had taken advantage of Zhao Xiyan’s connections to spar with prisoners in the Six Doors prison. That was the first time he experienced the explosive surge of experience points.
    

    

    
      He had even considered joining the Six Doors then, just to work in the prison as an official.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, it had now come true.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Led by a civil official, Chen Ming completed his onboarding procedures and went to meet his immediate superior. However, the man was not present.
    

    

    
      Instead, he saw a white-haired old man, dressed in the attire of a Fifth Grade Constable, dozing off. Hearing that a new colleague had arrived, the old man perked up, looked over, and chuckled.
    

    

    
      “Turns out to be a pampered young master. Truly rare.”
    

    

    
      “Old Zhang, I’ll leave him to you. Show him around.”
    

    

    
      The civil official left him behind and departed without so much as a glance back, as if unwilling to stay another moment.
    

    

    
      Still seated, the old man said, “It’s just the prison. No rush to tour it. How should I address you, young master?”
    

    

    
      “Gu Xianyu.”
    

    

    
      Old Zhang gave him a once-over, then asked, “From the Capital?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked in surprise, “How did you guess that?”
    

    

    
      “There are no aristocratic families surnamed Gu in Xia Prefecture. With your dragon-like bearing, you could only be from the Capital.”
    

    

    
      “Old Zhang, you truly have eyes like torches.”
    

    

    
      Old Zhang laughed heartily, a bit smug. “I have no other strengths, only that I’ve lingered in the yamen for so long, I’ve developed a bit of an eye.”
    

    

    
      After a bit of small talk, Chen Ming asked, “Where’s our Warden?”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t come today.”
    

    

    
      “Then when does he usually come? I should pay my respects.”
    

    

    
      “That, you’ll be waiting. The Warden, Lord Ruan, only comes once a month, on the first day. And the first has just passed.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled. “That’s allowed?”
    

    

    
      Old Zhang chuckled. “Why not? Lord Ruan long stopped caring for the position. Coming once a month is already on account of Lord Duan’s face.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was at a loss for words. Clearly, this superior of his was not simple.
    

    

    
      Lord Duan must have been that transcendent Scarlet-Robed official.
    

    

    
      Old Zhang continued, “But if Lord Ruan learns of your arrival, he might be pleased.”
    

    

    
      “And why is that?”
    

    

    
      “Because, like you, Lord Ruan is also from the Capital.”
    

    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming discovered that this highest-grade prison under the Xia Prefecture Six Doors had a pitifully small number of officials.
    

    

    
      The Warden, the top authority, only came once a month.
    

    

    
      Both deputy positions had been long vacant.
    

    

    
      Beneath them were six wardens, each responsible for three regions. Yet three of them barely came to work.
    

    

    
      Thus, the daily operation of the prison relied entirely on two wardens.
    

    

    
      One was Old Zhang.
    

    

    
      The other was a slightly younger man in his sixties, surnamed Li, who happened to be on leave today.
    

    

    
      Now, there was also Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Each warden commanded five wardens of cells, all Seventh Grade. These were the ones who actually handled affairs. All matters of this massive prison had to be personally executed by them.
    

    

    
      A warden’s role was merely to manage these wardens of cells.
    

    

    
      Near noon, Old Zhang summoned all the wardens of cells to introduce their new superior, Warden Gu.
    

    

    
      Afterward, he assigned five to Chen Ming as his direct subordinates.
    

    

    
      Among these five, there were four men and one woman, all in their thirties or forties, each with a calm demeanor—clearly grassroots managers.
    

    

    
      They saluted. “We greet Lord Gu.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could tell their respect was only surface-deep. Not surprising—he had parachuted in, and was far too young.
    

    

    
      “That’s enough. Get back to work.”
    

    

    
      He gave no speech, merely dismissed them.
    

    

    
      Back when he had worked before, nothing annoyed him more than leaders giving pompous speeches. Now that he was a leader, at least he hadn’t become what he once despised.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the days that followed, Chen Ming reported daily to the prison, first familiarizing himself with the environment and clarifying his responsibilities as a warden.
    

    

    
      Soon, he understood why the other wardens avoided coming.
    

    

    
      A warden was essentially just a steward. The main work was receiving orders from the yamen—who to bring out for interrogation, processing the paperwork when new prisoners arrived.
    

    

    
      If a prisoner was interrogated and tortured, the warden had to ensure he didn’t die. And if he did, the warden had to take the blame.
    

    

    
      The post offered virtually no chance to earn merit, only endless drudgery and blame. No wonder few wanted it.
    

    

    
      That evening, Chen Ming invited his five subordinates for drinks. He asked, “How did you all end up assigned here?”
    

    

    
      He had been dining with them daily to better understand the prison’s workings, and had gotten to know them somewhat.
    

    

    
      “Failed a task, got demoted.”
    

    

    
      “Offended someone.”
    

    

    
      “Me too, back when I was foolish…”
    

    

    
      “My superior tried to drug me, so I cut off his balls.” This was the only female subordinate. Clearly, anyone who could survive in the prison was not ordinary.
    

    

    
      At last, only one had not spoken—the quietest of them all.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming called on him. “Deng Wei, what about you?”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei smiled faintly. “I asked to come.”
    

    

    
      “And why?”
    

    

    
      “It’s the safest here.”
    

    

    
      “Well said.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming toasted him. Deng Wei, flattered, replied, “Many thanks, my lord.”
    

    

    
      After eating and drinking, Chen Ming parted ways with them.
    

    

    
      On the way back, the fiery woman, Lei Chun, suddenly remarked, “I feel this Lord Gu is different from the others.”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei agreed. “Indeed. Few of such noble birth are so approachable.”
    

    

    
      Another added, “A pity, he won’t be here long.”
    

    

    
      The others fell silent.
    

    

    
      They had seen it often: aristocratic youths sent here, only to leave after a few months at most.
    

    

    
      Or, like the other wardens and the Warden himself, they shirked duty entirely, holding the title but never showing up.
    

    

    
      How long could this Lord Gu endure?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming returned to Jiang Wushuang’s residence, night had already fallen.
    

    

    
      He was greeted by the maid Xiaohé, who had arrived two days prior with the Jiang family’s servants.
    

    

    
      He asked, “Where’s Wushuang?”
    

    

    
      “Young Master Jiang seems to have gone out.”
    

    

    
      “Go ask where he went.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Naturally, Xiaohé went to inquire from the Jiang household staff.
    

    

    
      Soon, she returned. “They said he went to see a friend and may not be back until late.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming frowned, worry rising.
    

    

    
      Ever since he reported to the Six Doors, he hadn’t seen Jiang Wushuang. Each time he came back, she was gone. By the time he left in the morning, she had already departed.
    

    

    
      Before coming to Xia Prefecture, she had said she was here to kill someone.
    

    

    
      Over the past few days, Chen Ming had learned much about the local Six Doors’ strength and the situation in Xia Prefecture. It made him uneasy.
    

    

    
      Two great powers loomed in Xia Prefecture City: the Six Doors, and the Eight Righteous Gates.
    

    

    
      The Six Doors aside, they might not interfere with martial vendettas. But the Eight Righteous Gates were infamous for meddling. Back in Wanlei City, He Zhixing had been just such a person.
    

    

    
      Within the Eight Righteous Gates, the most representative lineages were Bitter Righteousness, Killing Righteousness, and Living Righteousness.
    

    

    
      The Bitter Righteousness Lineage pursued ascetic cultivation. Their disciples wore old clothes, lived in shabby huts, ate plain vegetables and tofu. Some even looked like beggars.
    

    

    
      The Killing Righteousness Lineage believed in ending killing with killing. Whenever they learned of a murder, they would stop at nothing to hunt down the killer and execute him—warning the world never to kill again!
    

    

    
      The Living Righteousness Lineage was entirely different. They believed all lives were equal, and anyone had the right to learn martial arts. They traveled everywhere teaching the gifted.
    

    

    
      Truthfully, the Eight Righteous Gates had many extremists—radical, fanatical, yet immensely powerful.
    

    

    
      The climate of Xia Prefecture today owed much to them.
    

    

    
      Xia Prefecture City had always been their stronghold. For Jiang Wushuang to kill someone here was incredibly dangerous. If discovered by the Killing Righteousness disciples, death was certain.
    

    

    
      The Killing Righteousness disciples acted without hesitation. Even if a member of the Six Doors killed someone, they would execute him just the same. In Xia Prefecture, they were feared by all.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming resolved to find an opportunity to persuade Jiang Wushuang. Revenge could wait ten years—it was not worth throwing her life away for a single kill.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That night, Chen Ming was meditating on the Visualization Diagram, immersed in its imagery, when suddenly a voice called out:
    

    

    
      “Young master!”
    

    

    
      The voice seemed to come from another world.
    

    

    
      His mind snapped back, and he gripped the “Po Jun Sword” beside him. Almost immediately, he heard commotion in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      He pushed open the door and saw Jiang Wushuang, half her body soaked in blood, the “Dragon Abyss Sword” in her hand dimmed, barely supporting herself.
    

    

    
      It was obvious—she was gravely wounded.
    

    

    
      Xiaohé rushed forward to help.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming darted ahead, carrying Jiang Wushuang back into the room. He ordered, “Xiaohé, keep watch outside. Any sign of movement, tell me at once.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.” Xiaohé remained outside.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming checked her pulse. From her pulse alone, her condition was dire. A destructive force rampaged through her body, devouring her life force.
    

    

    
      The attacker had to be at least Second Grade!
    

    

    
      On her shoulder near her chest was a sword wound, blood flowing endlessly.
    

    

    
      He had to stop the bleeding first.
    

    

    
      Laying her on the bed, he tore her upper garment.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, her face changed, and she weakly cried out, “Don’t—”
    

    

    
      Around her neck hung a silver pendant on a red string. The sword energy had severed the string, and Chen Ming’s tug pulled it off entirely.
    

    

    
      In that instant, his vision blurred. When he focused—(·)(·)!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. Wasn’t she a man? How could she have those?!
    

    

    
      He looked up at Jiang Wushuang’s face. Delicate brows, skin like jade, every feature radiated feminine charm and beauty.
    

    

    
      She was clearly a woman—an incomparable beauty, no less than Su Zhi Ning or Yu Haitang!
    

    

    
      “Was I blind all this time? How did I ever think she was a man?”
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      Chen Ming saw Jiang Wushuang’s face flush with both shame and anxiety. Her eyes rolled back, and she fainted on the spot.
    

    

    
      He silently pulled the blanket over, covering her chest while leaving only the wound below her shoulder exposed.
    

    

    
      On that fair, delicate skin was a wound that looked shocking to the eye.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt some pity. Within the wound, there was a faint golden strand of Gangyuan, clinging to the flesh as if it had a will of its own. It gnawed at her insides, tugging at the wound and making it bleed continuously.
    

    

    
      This was left deliberately by the enemy.
    

    

    
      With that person’s strength, this sword strike could have killed Jiang Wushuang instantly. Yet, they chose to spare her life—injured but not dead. Given time, she would become a cripple.
    

    

    
      How vicious!
    

    
      The one who struck must have scrupled the Eight Righteous Gates. Not wanting to kill, they resorted to such a method.
    

    

    
      Such an injury was extremely tricky.
    

    

    
      The one who struck was at least Second Grade, with Gangyuan of far higher quality than his own. To expel it was beyond his ability. At minimum, he would need a First Grade expert.
    

    

    
      What Chen Ming could do was take out some medicine he carried, sprinkle it on her wound to disinfect and stop the bleeding, then help bandage it to prevent infection.
    

    

    
      Afterward, he sat to the side, waiting for her to wake up.
    

    

    
      He did not call Xiaohuo in, nor did he let her fetch Jiang Wushuang’s maid.
    

    

    
      For Jiang Wushuang to come find him in her state, rather than her personal maid, she surely had her reasons.
    

    

    
      On the other hand, she probably did not want Xiaohuo to know she was a woman.
    

    

    
      For women, reputation was still very important.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, dawn broke.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang, lying in bed, stirred and opened her eyes. She seemed to recall something, hurriedly touched her neck, and only after feeling a silver ornament did she sigh in relief.
    

    

    
      Then, thinking of what happened last night, her face flared red like fire.
    

    

    
      She touched her body and found she was wearing new clothes. They were obviously looser than what she usually wore. Looking down, she recognized they were ones Brother Gu had worn before. Shame overwhelmed her.
    

    

    
      Creak—
    

    

    
      The door opened, and Chen Ming entered. Seeing she was awake, he said happily, “You’re awake?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang covered her face, turned her back to him, her shoulders trembling.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew she was embarrassed and said openly, “Don’t worry. When I changed your clothes, I had my eyes covered.”
    

    

    
      “Stop talking—”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang’s tone was flustered and anxious.
    

    

    
      For a martial artist who had already condensed “Intent,” whether eyes were open or closed made no difference. In fact, with eyes shut, it was as though he had touched her with his “Intent”…
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt helpless. Women really were troublesome. Over such a trivial matter, was it necessary?
    

    
      He would rather she still be that “Brother Jiang.” Treating wounds would not have been such a hassle.
    

    

    
      He said, “Eat something first. Your injury is serious. The enemy left Gangyuan inside you—I can’t deal with it. You’ll need a trustworthy First Grade expert to help dissolve it. Can you find such a person in Xiazhou City?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang still faced away from him, hiding her head like an ostrich. But at least she reacted.
    

    

    
      She shook her head.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Then I’ll take you home, to your father.”
    

    

    
      After a moment, Jiang Wushuang whispered in a mosquito-like voice, “No. The moment we leave Xiazhou City, that person will track us and kill us.”
    

    

    
      “Then, why don’t you write a letter and have someone deliver it to your Qian Money Gang, asking Leader Xia to save you?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang’s body stiffened. Stammering, she said, “You… you already…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I guessed.”
    

    

    
      Last night, when he discovered Jiang Wushuang was a woman, he had already guessed she was Xia Mudan.
    

    

    
      After realizing this, many of his past doubts unraveled.
    

    

    
      He had always wondered why Jiang Wushuang risked herself to rescue him from the Qian Money Gang. He thought of many possibilities, but none made sense.
    

    

    
      Now it finally did.
    

    

    
      Jiang Wushuang was Xia Mudan. Together with her father Xia Shaowen, she had set this scheme to marry herself off under another identity.
    

    

    
      What she said earlier about her mother wanting to send her into the palace might not even be true—just her side of the story.
    

    

    
      Originally, everything had gone smoothly. But then he suddenly appeared on the stage and defeated her in the contest, turning everything upside down.
    

    

    
      Afterward, Xia Shaowen took advantage of the situation and forced him to marry her.
    

    

    
      She then disguised herself as Jiang Wushuang again, abducted him before he entered the bridal chamber, and followed him all the way to Xiazhou City.
    

    

    
      No wonder she had begged him not to deny their marriage as fake.
    

    

    
      Truthfully, when Chen Ming pieced it all together last night, he was a little angry, feeling he had been set up.
    

    

    
      But thinking further, since he ruined her grand plan, it was already generous she did not retaliate.
    

    

    
      After all, he had brought this karma upon himself. Had he not entered the martial contest, none of this would have happened.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming never thought that just to earn some experience points, he would end up tangled in such a mess.
    

    

    
      He said, “Let’s set this aside. Your injuries matter most. Hurry and write a letter, send it to your father.”
    

    

    
      After a while, the utterly embarrassed Jiang Wushuang—no, Xia Mudan—finally whispered, “It’s no good. Father is likely attempting a breakthrough into the Divine Repository Realm. He must not be disturbed.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought it made sense. Xia Shaowen was a First Grade peak expert, and as master of a Secret Realm, he would surely enter it, seeking the chance to open the Divine Repository.
    

    

    
      He asked, “Then what about your mother?”
    

    

    
      “After a huge quarrel with Father, she was confined by him…”
    

    

    
      “So, what you said before—that your mother wanted to send you into the palace—was true?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. And she has already sent my birth date and horoscope into the palace. By now, the imperial decree summoning me may already be on its way. Otherwise, Father would not have been so angry as to imprison her, nor so urgent in marrying me off, nor in breaking through to the Divine Repository Realm.”
    

    

    
      “…So, you lied to me, saying the emperor did not yet know, only so I would not tell anyone our marriage was fake?” Chen Ming felt his scalp go numb.
    

    

    
      “Sorry, Brother Gu…”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan suddenly flung the blanket aside. Moving too quickly, her wound was pulled. Her face turned pale, and she coughed up blood.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming rushed to grab her wrist and checked her pulse. Inside her, the alien Gangyuan had stirred again, wreaking havoc in her meridians.
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan clutched his robe, her face paper-white, eyes full of pleading. “Brother Gu… I shouldn’t have deceived you… please… forgive me…”
    

    

    
      “Don’t speak.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming frowned tightly, pressed his palm to her back, and infused his Gangyuan, attempting to suppress that alien energy.
    

    

    
      But the moment his Gangyuan entered, it was shredded to dust.
    

    

    
      “What a domineering power!”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan grew weaker. “It’s useless… that is the Sword Intent of a Peerless Divine Weapon…”
    

    

    
      With that, she fainted again.
    

    

    
      “Peerless Divine Weapon?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming turned his gaze to the “Dragon Abyss Sword” by the bed. No wonder it had turned dim yesterday. It must have met a rival, and yesterday’s battle consumed it greatly.
    

    

    
      When Peerless Divine Weapons clashed, everything depended on their wielders’ strength.
    

    

    
      Clearly, Xia Mudan’s strength was far inferior. Not only was her weapon injured, but she herself was also gravely wounded.
    

    

    
      Watching her suffer, Chen Ming sighed. “It all depends on your luck now.”
    

    

    
      He drew the “Phoenix Cry Sword.”
    

    

    
      After devouring that golden flame and the Undying Demon Lord’s primordial spirit, this Peerless Divine Weapon had undergone mutations. Whether it had regained its former might was uncertain, but it had indeed gained peculiar abilities.
    

    

    
      For instance, devouring Gu Xianyu’s soul and gaining his memories.
    

    

    
      Now, he wanted to try whether it could suppress the Sword Intent inside Xia Mudan.
    

    

    
      He unsheathed the sword. With a thought, he channeled its Sword Intent into her body, making her body the battlefield.
    

    

    
      Moments later, he finally suppressed the Sword Intent within her.
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan’s injuries stabilized.
    

    

    
      “It really works!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming rejoiced. Though he could not purge the Sword Intent outright—that would trigger its ferocity and cause it to explode, tearing her apart—at least her condition would no longer worsen.
    

    

    
      He then let Xiaohuo summon Jiang Wushuang’s maids to care for her. After giving instructions, he left.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming went to the great prison behind the Six Doors Authority. With five subordinates, he prepared to inspect the cells.
    

    

    
      The prison had two levels. The first held martial artists of Fourth Grade and below.
    

    

    
      The second held experts of Third Grade and above.
    

    

    
      Among them, seven had Third Grade cultivation. Three had been sentenced to immediate execution, soon to be beheaded. The other four had committed lesser crimes and would likely serve ten-plus years.
    

    

    
      On the first level, Chen Ming merely put on a show, making a round.
    

    

    
      When he descended to the second level, he carefully asked each prisoner’s name, background, and crimes.
    

    

    
      Besides the seven of Third Grade, there were also three of Second Grade and two of First Grade.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming entered the interrogation room, looked around, and ordered, “Bring He Fengyuan over. I want to question him.”
    

    

    
      His subordinates exchanged unsurprised looks and went to fetch the prisoner.
    

    

    
      Lei Chun, however, spoke up frankly, “Sir, you want to extract the martial arts he cultivates, don’t you? I advise you not to waste your effort.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “Why?”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun said, “These people are as tough as old ox-hide. They won’t give up their martial arts easily. And even if they recited them truthfully, would you dare to practice them? If they deliberately altered a key point, one practice could lead you to madness.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming knew she had surely seen such things happen before, always ending in failure.
    

    

    
      He gave no explanation. Soon, the prisoner was brought in.
    

    

    
      He dismissed his men, staying alone with the Third Grade criminal, a smile of excitement on his face. “Cross hands with me. If you win, there will be fine wine and good food.”
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      Lei Chun and the other four only stopped after leaving the punishment chamber and walking some distance away. Since the superior wanted to conduct a private interrogation, as subordinates, they naturally had to be sensible, keeping their distance to show they were not eavesdropping.
    

    

    
      “‘Our lord is still young, ah.’” Liu Yan, who had just passed forty this year, shook his head. “‘If it were so easy to torture out these prisoners’ cultivation methods, the post of Warden would not have remained vacant for so long.’”
    

    

    
      Those who could cultivate to the Third Grade were all people of firm will. Moreover, once one reached this level, no torture had much effect on them.
    

    

    
      Even if methods were exhausted to force out a martial art, who could guarantee there was nothing wrong with it? Verifying authenticity was extremely difficult—who would dare to practice it?
    

    

    
      If they let their own people try and there was a problem, it would waste an entire lifetime.
    

    

    
      If they let outsiders try, it would take ten or even dozens of years to see results. And even if it later turned out to be fake, it would be hard to fix.
    

    

    
      Another man, named Zhang Dingce, said, “‘I heard that our lord has just passed twenty, yet he is already Fourth Grade. With such talent, why would he come to the Six Doors Authority?’”
    

    

    
      Liu Yan lowered his voice. “‘It is said that Lord Gu was actually an illegitimate child, growing up among the commoners. Only in his teens was he brought back into the clan. Because of his outstanding talent, he was excluded and suppressed by his brothers…’”
    

    

    
      “‘So that’s how it is.’”
    

    

    
      The others suddenly understood.
    

    

    
      While speaking, Zhang Dingce glanced at Qi Hong, who looked absent-minded, and teased, “‘What’s wrong? Did you sneak off to Shuiyue Tower again last night? So early in the morning, and you already look lifeless.’”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun added, “‘If you ask me, you might as well marry Miss Wen’er back home. All your salary goes straight to Shuiyue Tower anyway.’”
    

    

    
      Qi Hong raised his head to look at the four colleagues, his expression rather grave.
    

    

    
      The four found it strange. Normally when teased like this, he would curse them back with a grin.
    

    

    
      Liu Yan’s smile faded as he asked seriously, “‘Did something happen in your family? If something really happened, tell us. We’ll figure out a solution together.’”
    

    

    
      Qi Hong shook his head, his expression strange. “‘Last night, I heard a rumor—it’s about our lord.’”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei, who had been silent until now, asked, “‘What rumor?’”
    

    

    
      Qi Hong said, “‘Do you still remember, a few days ago, when Qian Money Gang of Wanlei City held a martial contest for marriage?’”
    

    

    
      “‘Of course I remember. Good heavens, even just from Xiazhou City, all the renowned young experts went. I can imagine how grand it was. A pity we had duties; otherwise, we’d surely have gone to witness it.’”
    

    

    
      “‘You just wanted to see that Mortal Flower of Wealth on the Supreme Beauty List, right?’”
    

    

    
      “‘Naturally. In all my years, I’ve never seen one of the Supreme Beauty List’s women. Who knows how stunning she really looks.’”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun asked, “‘So, was there a result? Who won in the end?’”
    

    

    
      Liu Yan answered, “‘Do we even need to say? Surely it was Peerless Young Master.’”
    

    

    
      Qi Hong shook his head. “‘It wasn’t Peerless Young Master.’”
    

    

    
      The four were shocked. “‘Then who?’”
    

    

    
      “‘Rumor has it, it was a young master from the capital who defeated Peerless Young Master.’” Qi Hong paused here, glancing at his colleagues. “‘Coincidentally, that young master from the capital bore the same surname Gu as our lord—and even the same full name.’”
    

    

    
      The four exchanged glances.
    

    

    
      “‘Puhahaha—’” Suddenly, Liu Yan burst into laughter. “‘Trying to trick us, are you?’”
    

    

    
      Zhang Dingce also said, “‘At least make it believable. Peerless Young Master’s cultivation is at Third Grade! Lord Gu is only twenty. How could that be possible?’”
    

    

    
      Just as they spoke, the five were suddenly startled. They turned sharply toward the punishment chamber, where a terrifying aura erupted.
    

    

    
      It was a Third Grade expert!
    

    
      Lei Chun’s face changed drastically. “‘Not good—the Dragon-Locking Needle has been pulled out!’”
    

    

    
      “‘Hurry, notify the outer guards and seal the storeroom gates!’”
    

    

    
      A Third Grade expert was extremely terrifying. Only by sealing their cultivation with the “Dragon-Locking Needle” could they be imprisoned.
    

    

    
      Once the needle was pulled, it was like a dragon returning to the sea.
    

    

    
      Every time a Third Grade prisoner regained their strength, the prison would be thrown into chaos, with many deaths.
    

    

    
      Just when the five thought they were doomed, another icy aura erupted—also Third Grade.
    

    

    
      Lei Chun cried out, “‘This is—’”
    

    

    
      The five looked at one another, seeing shock, disbelief, and deep relief in each other’s eyes.
    

    

    
      Qi Hong’s words had turned out to be true!
    

    
      Lord Gu was truly Third Grade.
    

    

    
      A twenty-year-old Third Grade!
    

    

    
      He had even defeated Peerless Young Master, the unrivaled one among Xiazhou’s young generation!
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Moments later, the two Third Grade auras both receded, as if nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      “‘Come.’”
    

    

    
      From within the punishment chamber, Lord Gu’s voice rang out.
    

    

    
      The five hurried forward and respectfully asked, “‘My lord, what are your orders?’”
    

    

    
      Before, their respect was only superficial. Now, facing their superior—a twenty-year-old Third Grade—their attitude was completely different. There was deep reverence!
    

    

    
      “‘Take this one away and bring another Third Grade prisoner.’”
    

    

    
      “‘Yes, my lord!’”
    

    

    
      They entered the chamber, carrying away the withered prisoner whose cultivation had once again been sealed.
    

    

    
      When they sent in another Third Grade prisoner, Lord Gu once more sent them outside to wait.
    

    

    
      Soon, the chamber again erupted with two Third Grade auras.
    

    

    
      At this point, they naturally realized what Lord Gu was doing—he was using the Third Grade prisoners to temper his Combat Techniques.
    

    

    
      The five admired him deeply. Such a thing was extremely dangerous. Without absolute confidence in one’s own strength, no one would dare attempt it.
    

    

    
      However, this time they remained silent.
    

    

    
      At this distance, nothing could escape a Third Grade’s ears. Before, they hadn’t known—but now that they did, how could they dare gossip about their lord?
    

    

    
      In the end, this Lord Gu sparred with all the Third Grade prisoners one by one before finally leaving with satisfaction.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “‘This trip was worth it.’”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was in high spirits as he left the prison.
    

    

    
      Nine Third Grade prisoners had given him more than four hundred thousand experience points.
    

    

    
      Most of them were above level 75, each worth over forty thousand points. Two were even at level 79, peak of Third Grade.
    

    

    
      Had they not been imprisoned, sealed by the “Dragon-Locking Needle,” and badly injured, he might not have been their match.
    

    

    
      “‘Lord Gu.’”
    

    

    
      “‘Greetings, Lord Gu.’”
    

    

    
      “‘…’”
    

    

    
      Along the way, everyone he encountered greeted him warmly or respectfully. Their attitude was vastly different from before.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally understood the reason—he had heard his five subordinates’ chatter earlier. News from Wanlei City had finally spread to Xiazhou City.
    

    

    
      It had to be said, Xiazhou’s information network was far slower than Jiangzhou’s.
    

    

    
      Third Grade was a watershed. At this level, one was already a top expert of the martial world, worthy of the title “strong.”
    

    

    
      No matter where, a Third Grade expert was always accorded respect.
    

    

    
      Even more so for one so young, from a top clan. Only a fool would not see that this Lord Gu’s future was limitless, and stepping into the Divine Repository Realm was only a matter of time.
    

    

    
      “‘Lord Gu!’”
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming returned to his office, he saw Old Zhang waiting at the door. Upon seeing him, Old Zhang gave a deep bow.
    

    

    
      He smiled and asked, “‘Old Zhang, what’s the meaning of this?’”
    

    

    
      “‘Lord Gu, you humble me. This old man was blind, acting arrogant before you. I beg forgiveness. From now on, just call me Old Zhang.’” The old man looked uneasy, deliberately here to plead guilty.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming naturally knew he was mostly putting on an act, but he didn’t care. He patted the man’s shoulder. “‘Don’t worry, I’m not a petty person. We’re colleagues—there’s no need for this.’”
    

    

    
      Old Zhang immediately flattered, “‘Lord Gu has a magnanimous heart, broad as the sea!’”
    

    

    
      “‘Enough, I’ll be off. I’ll leave this place to you.’”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned to his residence and first checked in on Xia Mudan. She had already woken up, looking much better than the previous night.
    

    

    
      She had also resumed her female attire, no longer disguised as Peerless Young Master.
    

    

    
      This meant the people around her were trustworthy.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat by the bed, stretched out his hand to check her pulse, and asked, “‘How do you feel?’”
    

    

    
      “‘Much better. Thank you for your concern, Brother Gu.’” Xia Mudan gazed at him unblinkingly. When he looked back, she lowered her eyes, a faint blush spreading across her face.
    

    

    
      Her shy and bashful appearance stirred something in his heart.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming swallowed, released her hand, and coughed lightly. “‘The sword intent within you is only temporarily suppressed. It could flare up at any time. The best way is to find someone you trust to expel it.’”
    

    

    
      She nodded softly. “‘Mm.’”
    

    

    
      He pondered for a moment, then asked, “‘What’s the story with Peerless Young Master? How did you come to hold such an identity?’”
    

    

    
      He had investigated—there truly was a Jiang family in Xiazhou, far from Wanlei City. And Peerless Young Master was not a recent fabrication; his name had been known for nearly ten years.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was curious—how had she maintained this identity without raising suspicion?
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan explained, “‘This involves a secret of my family. My grandmother’s maiden name was Jiang. She eloped with my grandfather. After giving birth to my father, the Jiang family came to take him away. But my grandfather was the only son of his line. My grandmother resisted desperately. In the end, my grandfather and the Jiang family struck a bargain—that when the Xia family next produced a son, he would take the Jiang surname.
    

    

    
      “‘Unfortunately, my grandmother passed away not long after. Years later, when my parents married, they bore twins, a boy and a girl. My father kept the bargain and sent my younger brother to the Jiang family. Because of this, my mother hated him…
    

    

    
      “‘When I was thirteen, my younger brother was murdered, his death shrouded in mystery. The Jiang family and my father, seeking revenge, devised a plan for me to impersonate him, to draw out the killer. As the reputation of Peerless Young Master grew, the culprit finally could not resist, attempting to target me instead—and so revealed himself…’”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan grew agitated as she spoke, struggling to breathe.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat by her side, gently patting her back to ease her breathing.
    

    

    
      Lowering her head shyly, she whispered, “‘Thank you, Brother Gu.’”
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      “Does your twin brother look exactly like you? Logically speaking, fraternal twins shouldn’t look the same—”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stopped halfway, noticing Xia Mudan staring at him blankly, eyes filled with doubt. He shook his head and said, “Forget it, pretend I never asked.”
    

    

    
      This was another world, with transcendent powers. Twins that looked alike was nothing unusual.
    

    

    
      “I’m fine now.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan spoke shyly. Clearly, being this close had made her feel a little uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming released her and sat back down on the embroidered stool by the bed.
    

    

    
      She let out a small breath of relief, smoothing her hair by her temple. “My brother and I do share some resemblance.”
    

    

    
      He asked, “The person you want to kill—is that the one who murdered your brother?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.” At the mention of her enemy, hatred surfaced on her face. “I didn’t expect that thief to be prepared in advance, having invited a Second Grade expert to protect him. I was careless and suffered a heavy loss.”
    

    

    
      So, her enemy was not an ordinary figure.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “What cultivation does your enemy have?”
    

    

    
      “Only an ordinary Third Grade.”
    

    

    
      An ordinary Third Grade meant roughly Level 75, the kind who hadn’t yet grasped ‘Intent’, a middling level of Third Grade strength.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gauged her enemy’s approximate strength and asked, “What kind of person is he?”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan glanced at him, hesitation flickering in her eyes.
    

    

    
      He chuckled. “I was being rude, I shouldn’t have asked.”
    

    

    
      “That’s not what I meant, Brother Gu.” She grew anxious, afraid he had misunderstood. “That man is a Third Grade Inspector of the Six Doors Authority.”
    

    

    
      “Oh!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly understood. No wonder she wanted to travel with him to Xiazhou City, and even invited him to stay together. Because he too was part of the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      From the start, Xia Mudan must have intended to use his identity as cover.
    

    

    
      He asked, “Which one?”
    

    

    
      In Xiazhou’s Six Doors, there were three First Grade Constables, each with at least three Third Grade subordinates. That made nine in total.
    

    

    
      “It’s Zhu Wanlin!”
    

    

    
      When Xia Mudan uttered the name, she nearly gnashed her teeth.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming did indeed know him. Zhu Wanlin was the youngest Third Grade Constable in Xiazhou City, one who had risen with astonishing speed—ambitious, capable, and exceptionally talented. He recognized no kinship in his dealings, used ruthless methods, and was a man with the makings of a tyrant.
    

    

    
      “He bore enmity with the Jiang Family?”
    

    

    
      “No. I investigated—he has no grudges with the Jiangs. At first, I wasn’t entirely certain he was the murderer of my brother. But the day I went to probe his residence, I fell into a trap and was ambushed. Now, I’m sure he’s the killer.”
    

    

    
      “Then who injured you?”
    

    

    
      “Zhou Wentao of the Eight Righteous Gates. He is the most outstanding disciple of the Lineage of Righteous Sentiment. Second Grade peak, wielder of the peerless divine weapon, the Heartless Sword.”
    

    

    
      The Lineage of Righteous Sentiment valued loyalty and obligation above all. They repaid every debt, avenged every grudge. They were famous for prioritizing sentiment over principle.
    

    

    
      It was the most well-connected lineage within the Eight Righteous Gates. But likewise, because of debts of gratitude, they often committed muddle-headed acts.
    

    

    
      Most likely, Zhou Wentao owed Zhu Wanlin a favor.
    

    

    
      Seeing she had spoken so much, Chen Ming noticed her growing weary and said, “Rest well.”
    

    

    
      He returned to his small courtyard, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      Strictly speaking, this matter had nothing to do with him. But she was, after all, a woman he had bowed in matrimony with. He couldn’t just let her die.
    

    

    
      For the sake of that Visualization Diagram her father had given him, he couldn’t ignore her either.
    

    

    
      For now, staying in Xiazhou City was safe. Zhou Wentao hadn’t dealt a killing blow, clearly holding back out of regard for the rules of the Righteous Lineage.
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan’s injuries were stable for the moment. Better to remain here, steadily improve their strength. Once Xia Shaowen advanced to the Divine Repository Realm, this trouble would no longer matter.
    

    

    
      Thinking this, Chen Ming felt at ease. He brought out the Visualization Diagram and began to comprehend it.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning, just as Chen Ming arrived at the Six Doors, his subordinate Zhang Dingce rushed over. “Sir, Lord Ruan is here. He’s waiting for you.”
    

    

    
      Lord Ruan—the Warden, his direct superior.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly followed.
    

    

    
      Before long, they reached the pavilion where the Warden conducted affairs.
    

    

    
      “Enter.”
    

    

    
      A deep voice sounded.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming walked in and saw the Warden, Ruan Caihong, a man in his thirties with handsome features. Despite wearing the purple robe symbolizing a First Grade Constable, he exuded a somewhat carefree, roguish air.
    

    

    
      “Your subordinate, Gu Xianyu, pays respects to Lord Ruan.”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to bow, his hand was lifted.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong laughed heartily. “I only just heard yesterday that a young lord from the capital, gifted beyond compare, had arrived in Xiazhou. Never thought you’d become my subordinate. This is excellent indeed! Come, sit, drink with me.”
    

    

    
      “Lord, this—”
    

    

    
      “Don’t call me Lord, too distant. Though I’ve not had dealings with the Gu Family, I have met your father a few times. If you don’t mind, you may call me elder brother.”
    

    

    
      His enthusiasm brimmed with the simple sincerity of meeting a fellow countryman.
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he pulled Chen Ming into a chair, personally poured two cups of wine, and asked excitedly, “It’s been years since I returned to the capital. I wonder how it fares now. Tell me, before you came, had the sword outside the Celestial Master Manor been taken yet?”
    

    

    
      “Does the national guardian beast at Beigong still roar every midnight at the Hour of the Rat?”
    

    

    
      “That strange man burdened with the Heaven’s Path Alliance—how far has he gone?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was baffled. He had never been to the capital—how could he know?
    

    

    
      In the end, he could only admit apologetically, “To tell the truth, I rarely left home before. Others never told me such things either. So I truly do not know.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong looked at him in surprise, then sighed with regret. “So you’re that kind of martial fanatic. Then you’ve missed out on much. You’ll learn in time—life holds many wonders besides martial cultivation.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no response.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong’s story was well known. His family was among the great aristocrats, though not nobility, and thus not in the same circle as the Gu Family.
    

    

    
      It was said that, in his youth, he had been unrestrained and committed many reckless deeds. After one grave mistake, he was demoted to Xiazhou City to reflect.
    

    

    
      But he had fallen in love at first sight with a woman there, vowing never to marry another. For her, he even severed ties with his clan. His father had been so enraged he nearly expelled him.
    

    

    
      From then on, Ruan Caihong remained in Xiazhou.
    

    

    
      Such a man, in ancient times, was called a sentimental fool.
    

    

    
      In modern times, he’d be called lovestruck.
    

    

    
      That had been more than ten years ago. Whether he regretted it after marrying her, no one knew.
    

    

    
      Clearly, he missed the capital deeply. Meeting a fellow native made him especially warm.
    

    

    
      After three rounds of wine, slightly tipsy, Ruan Caihong finally changed the subject. “Little brother, I heard you and Xia Mudan already bowed as husband and wife. Does the Gu Family know?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming emptied his cup and replied, “Not yet. But they will soon.”
    

    

    
      After all, Gu Yuyin had many Gu Family guards with her. News of such magnitude would surely be reported back.
    

    

    
      “You must handle it carefully, don’t follow in my footsteps.”
    

    

    
      There was genuine regret in his tone.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sighed. “Big brother, you don’t know—the situation I’m in is no better than yours.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong pondered aloud. “Seems there’s more to this. Indeed, Xia Shaowen suddenly holding a martial contest for marriage is odd in itself. Still, with the prestige of the Duke Qin’s Mansion, such troubles are hardly worth fearing.”
    

    

    
      Hardly worth fearing? It was seizing the Emperor’s woman!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only shook his head and said no more.
    

    

    
      Before the Emperor made a move, he had to amass enough experience. Worst case, he could abandon this identity.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That afternoon, Chen Ming finally found an excuse to leave. He went to the prison and brought each of the nine Third Grade prisoners to the torture chamber for a round.
    

    

    
      【You defeated another LV76 opponent, gaining 24,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      As before, defeating the same person again halved the reward.
    

    

    
      After nine fights, he had gained 200,000 experience points.
    

    

    
      Leaving the prison, he opened his panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 769,875】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: “Iron Horse Stance” (5th Layer Perfection), “Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)” (7th Layer 203,324/10,000,000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: “Three Talents Fist” (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), “Vermilion Bird Sword Technique” (Mastery), “Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens” (4th Layer 3,543/400,000), “Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan” (2nd Layer 23,781/2,000,000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: “Disguise Technique” (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That night, Ruan Caihong hosted a private banquet for Chen Ming, ordering a table full of dishes. Both changed into casual attire and chose a private room, just the two of them, without even wine companions.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, emboldened by drink, asked, “Big brother, you’ve lived in Xiazhou City for many years. Do you know much about the Eight Righteous Gates?”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong warned, “There isn’t a single normal person in the Eight Righteous Gates. Best avoid them.”
    

    

    
      He asked, “Why do you say that?”
    

    

    
      Just as Ruan Caihong was about to explain, he suddenly stood.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming frowned in confusion, when footsteps quickly approached. With a bang, the door swung open.
    

    

    
      In came a breathtakingly beautiful woman, clad in a red gown, exuding a mature allure unique to married women. But right now, her expression was rather stormy.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong looked shocked. “Wife, why have you come?”
    

    

    
      So this was his wife—the woman for whom he had broken with his clan.
    

    

    
      She truly was stunning, and carried herself with grace.
    

    

    
      Her eyes shifted, and she smiled. “I heard my husband was entertaining a distinguished guest. I thought I’d come and offer a toast.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s lips twitched.
    

    

    
      Judging from the way she had barged in just now, she was clearly here to catch him in the act.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought—Ruan Caihong was henpecked.
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      Ruan Caihong naturally knew why Madam Ruan had come, his expression froze in place, looking somewhat awkward.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hurriedly stood up, cupped his hands toward Madam Ruan, and said, “I am Gu Xianyu, I have seen Sister-in-law. Just now I heard Big Brother Ruan praise you as beautiful as a flower, virtuous and gentle. Now that I see you, it truly is so. Big Brother Ruan is truly blessed.”
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan covered her mouth and laughed softly, appearing quite pleased. “I’ve heard of you. You’re the one who defeated the Peerless Young Master during the Qian Money Gang’s martial contest for marriage, and in the end embraced the beauty, aren’t you?”
    

    

    
      “That’s me.”
    

    

    
      “No need to stand, sit down.”
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan naturally sat beside Ruan Caihong, beckoning him to sit as well, personally pouring wine for her husband, and casting him a glance.
    

    

    
      Such gestures and looks were nothing short of an apology.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong’s expression softened somewhat. He lifted that cup of wine and drank it down, which counted as accepting her apology.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming observed the interaction between this couple, married for over a decade, and sighed inwardly. Ah, men after marriage—even a First Grade Expert had to swallow grievances and yield before his wife. Truly pitiful.
    

    

    
      After this small episode passed, the three of them began to converse with laughter.
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan accompanied them at the side, occasionally saying a few words, sometimes gazing gently at her husband. Whoever saw it would have to praise them as a loving couple.
    

    

    
      If Chen Ming hadn’t witnessed her storming in so aggressively just now, he really might have believed it.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming drank enough and so rose to take his leave.
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan said, “Little Gu, next time bring your wife to my residence.”
    

    

    
      “If there’s an opportunity, certainly.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked up the two swords set aside, fastened them to his waist, and turned to leave.
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan’s eyes fell upon the swords at his waist, her gaze narrowing slightly, a trace of suspicion flashing across.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong noticed his wife’s unusual look and asked, “What’s wrong?”
    

    

    
      “Sigh—”
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan dabbed at the corner of her eyes with a handkerchief to mask her expression, her tone sorrowful. “Just thinking that because of me, husband has been unable to return to the capital for more than ten years… it makes me so sad.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong hurriedly said, “Wife, don’t say that. I just feel more of a connection with this new subordinate…”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming returned to his lodging, he asked Xia He, “Brother Jiang’s injuries haven’t had any setbacks, right?”
    

    

    
      Although Xia He had also seen Jiang Wushuang in women’s attire, with her cleverness, she had likely already guessed the truth. Still, he was accustomed to addressing him as Brother Jiang.
    

    

    
      Xia He replied, “None at all. Only, after nightfall, he sent someone to ask a few times. Young Master, perhaps you should go see him.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at this maid sent by the Gu Family to serve Gu Xianyu, and asked, “Xia He, during that wedding with Miss Xia, do you think… she was serious?”
    

    

    
      Xia He lowered her head. “This, the maidservant isn’t sure.”
    

    

    
      “You know.”
    

    

    
      “What does Young Master mean?”
    

    

    
      Seeing her still feigning ignorance, Chen Ming exposed it directly. “The matter of Miss Su.”
    

    

    
      Xia He lowered her head even further. “Young Master means…”
    

    

    
      “Brother Jiang’s maids must have asked you about me, right? You can reveal a little to them.”
    

    

    
      “The maidservant understands.”
    

    

    
      “Come, let’s go see Brother Jiang.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming changed his clothes before going to Xia Mudan’s place. As usual, he took her pulse, then chatted casually with her.
    

    

    
      She leaned against the bed, eyes brimming with tenderness, gazing at him in a way that made Chen Ming’s heart itch. And then, he recalled Madam Ruan he had just seen.
    

    

    
      Back then, she must have also gazed at Ruan Caihong with the same gentle affection. But after more than a decade of marriage, hadn’t she turned into what she was now?
    

    

    
      To call her a shrew was a bit excessive, but she was certainly not an easy woman, and she had Ruan Caihong tightly under her thumb.
    

    

    
      This Xia Mudan, at only thirteen years old, could already play two roles by herself, deceiving the entire world, making the Peerless Young Master’s name resound throughout Xia Prefecture.
    

    

    
      She was definitely not a delicate woman. One must not be deceived by her current tenderness. A woman like her had both strength and methods. Once entangled in her affection, there would be no freedom for the rest of one’s life.
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, Chen Ming shivered, made an excuse, and slipped away.
    

    

    
      Back in his small courtyard, he took out the Visualization Diagram and devoted himself to cultivation.
    

    

    
      In this world, only cultivation was real!
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next morning.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming arrived at the Six Doors Authority. Zhang Dingce was waiting there again. “Sir, Lord Ruan summons you.”
    

    

    
      “All right.”
    

    

    
      He went to the same pavilion as yesterday, not even needing to be announced, and went straight inside.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong looked stern and said, “Come with me, Lord Zhong wants to see you.”
    

    

    
      “Lord Zhong wants to see me?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart tensed.
    

    

    
      There was only one person in the entire Six Doors Authority that Ruan Caihong would address as “Lord Zhong”—the highest official in Xia Prefecture, the Super-Grade Red-Robed Lord himself.
    

    

    
      When he had reported in, even that Lord Zhong hadn’t granted him an audience, which already showed his attitude—cold treatment for him, a scion of an aristocratic family.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong smiled and said, “It’s a good thing. Since you’re at the Third Grade cultivation, by convention your rank should be raised as well. As for this Inspector’s post, I will certainly secure it for you!”
    

    

    
      “…Many thanks, my lord.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only smile bitterly in his heart. All he wanted now was to stay safely in the prison, farming experience. He wanted nothing else.
    

    

    
      This position of Third Grade Inspector—he did not want it at all.
    

    

    
      After all, official positions above Third Grade had to be reported to the capital and reviewed by the Central Authority. By then, he would have to personally go to the capital to give his report and meet the Emperor before the position was officially conferred.
    

    

    
      For a fraud like him, how could he dare face the Emperor?
    

    

    
      Still, Ruan Caihong meant well, and he had no reason to refuse.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “I heard you’ve been sparring with those Third Grade prisoners these past two days?”
    

    

    
      On the way, Ruan Caihong brought up another matter.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming explained, “Back in the capital, what I lacked most was experience in actual combat. I just use them for practice. Rest assured, I control my strength—I won’t kill them.”
    

    

    
      “Actual combat truly was an excellent way to improve strength. However, those prisoners were all injured, and their cultivation was sealed by the Dragon-Locking Needle. Their strength was less than half. For you, it wouldn’t provide much tempering.”
    

    

    
      “I had no choice. Being new here, I could only spar with them.”
    

    

    
      “I could introduce you to a few people of similar strength to yours, so you could spar with each other.”
    

    

    
      “That would be great. Many thanks, my lord.”
    

    

    
      “I told you, there’s no need to be so polite with me.”
    

    

    
      Before long, the two of them arrived at the most magnificent hall of the Six Doors Authority. Two guards stood watch outside. After going in to report, they were led inside.
    

    

    
      They passed through the hall, arriving outside a courtyard at the rear. A guard reported, “Lord Zhong, Lord Ruan Caihong and Gu Xianyu have been brought.”
    

    

    
      A warm voice responded, “Let them in.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed behind Ruan Caihong into the courtyard.
    

    

    
      The first thing he saw was a giant banyan tree. Its trunk was massive, at least ten men to encircle it, with flourishing branches and leaves, like a giant umbrella covering the entire courtyard.
    

    

    
      The second thing he saw was a familiar figure in white, and he nearly lost control of his expression.
    

    

    
      “Why is she here?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming strained to keep his face composed so as not to lose his composure.
    

    

    
      At this time, Ruan Caihong bowed respectfully. “Subordinate greets Lord Zhong.”
    

    

    
      He quickly followed suit. “Greetings, Lord Zhong.”
    

    

    
      Then that warm voice sounded again. “This is Miss Su of the Heaven’s Path Alliance.”
    

    

    
      This Miss Su of the Heaven’s Path Alliance was precisely Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      She was still clad in snow-white robes, still wore a veil, her bearing still ethereal and transcendent. The only difference was a faint trace of sorrow between her brows.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming never expected to encounter her here.
    

    

    
      What kind of cursed fate was this?
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong asked in puzzlement, “My lord summoned us here, is it for Miss Su?”
    

    

    
      Lord Zhong, in red robes, said, “Miss Su came under the orders of her sect, to inspect the demonic artifact suppressed in our Xia Prefecture City. You will personally escort her there.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong said in displeasure, “Why suddenly inspect that demonic artifact? I just went ten days ago. Does the Heaven’s Path Alliance distrust me?”
    

    

    
      At this time, Su Zhi Ning spoke, her cold voice carrying a hint of aloofness. “Recently, the Cult of Eternal Life has resurfaced. My Martial Uncle discovered that disciples of the Nine Nether Sect appeared within Xia Prefecture. I was sent specifically to inspect the demonic artifact. I ask that you grant me this convenience.”
    

    

    
      Lord Zhong added, “This matter is indeed within our Six Doors Authority’s responsibility. Escort her.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong could only comply. “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Lord Zhong then called by name. “Gu Xianyu, you stay.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only watch as Su Zhi Ning and Ruan Caihong left, standing aside, waiting for Lord Zhong’s instructions, feeling somewhat uneasy.
    

    

    
      Lord Zhong studied him for a moment, then asked a sharp question. “With your talent, stepping into First Grade would be easy. Why join the Six Doors Authority?”
    

    

    
      “To be honest, my lord, I came here seeking refuge.”
    

    

    
      “Haha, at least you are honest. This Xia Prefecture City is indeed a fine place to seek refuge. Very well. Since you came, it can be considered fate. I shall help you ascend another rank. When you become a Third Grade Commander, you can cultivate in peace.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was helpless in his heart, but could only say gratefully, “Many thanks for your grace, my lord. I will remember it always.”
    

    

    
      These people kept giving him unwanted “help,” yet he had no choice but to thank them.
    

    

    
      “Enough, you may go.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned to his office and first went to Old Zhang. “Where is Lord Ruan?”
    

    

    
      Old Zhang looked around cautiously and whispered, “He went to the third level of the prison.”
    

    

    
      “The third level?” he asked in confusion. “The prison only has two levels, where is there a third?”
    

    

    
      Old Zhang wore a mysterious expression. “Not many know of this third level. In the entire Six Doors Authority, only Lord Zhong and Lord Ruan can enter. It is said that a demonic artifact is suppressed there.”
    

    

    
      “A demonic artifact? What kind of thing is that?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming pulled Old Zhang to sit down.
    

    

    
      Old Zhang explained, **“This demonic artifact has an extraordinary origin. It was the greatest treasure of the Nine Nether Sect of the Cult of Eternal Life. It is said to possess the power to bewitch hearts. Those lacking cultivation, upon seeing it, would be bewitched, fall into demonic ways. Extremely terrifying.
    

    

    
      “A few hundred years ago, when the previous dynasty was collapsing and the world fell into chaos, the Heaven’s Path Alliance exterminated the Nine Nether Sect disciples. One such demonic artifact was suppressed here in Xia Prefecture City. This place used to be the Great Prison of the Demon Suppression Division of the previous dynasty. After the Great Jin was established, the Six Doors Authority took over. It has remained until now.”**
    

    

    
      After finishing, Old Zhang saw Chen Ming’s skepticism and said, “The most frightening thing about this demonic artifact of the Nine Nether Sect is that even someone who has never practiced martial arts—once in possession of it—would immediately gain the strength of the Divine Repository Realm.”
    

    

    
      “How could that be possible?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was doubtful. Even a peerless divine weapon could at most boost a Third Grade expert slightly, but could not make one invincible in the same realm, much less leap ranks.
    

    

    
      And this so-called artifact could let an ordinary person instantly have the power of the Divine Repository Realm?
    

    

    
      That sounded like nonsense.
    

    

    
      “It is absolutely true!” Old Zhang insisted. “Back then, when the Nine Nether Sect rampaged in Xia Prefecture, every time one strong expert was slain, another immediately appeared. Even the Eight Righteous Gates could do nothing against them, and finally had to invite the Heaven’s Path Alliance to join forces in order to eradicate the Nine Nether Sect and suppress the demonic artifact.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt that Old Zhang must be exaggerating its power. However, since the Heaven’s Path Alliance took it so seriously, sending Su Zhi Ning personally to inspect it, the artifact must indeed be extraordinary.
    

    

    
      He grew uneasy.
    

    

    
      First the Blood Demon Sect, then the Undying Demon Sect, and now the Nine Nether Sect had surfaced.
    

    

    
      The Cult of Eternal Life truly seemed to be rising again, and not just one branch, but three at once. Surely, the world was heading toward chaos.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Jiang Residence.
    

    

    
      Inside her boudoir, Xia Mudan rose to drink some porridge. After setting down the bowl and chopsticks, she wiped her mouth with a silk handkerchief, then suddenly asked, “Zhiqin, is there something troubling you?”
    

    

    
      The maidservant standing nearby paled, then forced a smile. “Miss, nothing’s wrong.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan sighed softly. “Sigh, Zhiqin, you’ve been with me for ten years. How could you possibly hide it from me? Tell me, is it about Brother Gu?”
    

    

    
      “Miss—I…”
    

    

    
      Zhiqin’s eyes reddened. She wanted to speak but dared not.
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan lowered her head. “Is it Brother Gu… does he… have a marriage… an engagement already?”
    

    

    
      Her voice trembled slightly.
    

    

    
      Zhiqin quickly said, “No.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan said softly, “You don’t have to lie to me…”
    

    

    
      “Truly, no. The maidservant swears, if I lie to you, may I die a terrible death.” Zhiqin was sweating from anxiety. “Only, Xia He said that Young Master Gu seems to already have someone in his heart.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan lifted her head. “The one in his heart… who is it?”
    

    

    
      Zhiqin lowered her gaze, not daring to meet her eyes, and whispered faintly, “It… it is Su Zhi Ning of the Heaven’s Path Alliance.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan gave a bitter smile. “No wonder—”
    

    

    
      No wonder Brother Gu kept avoiding her again and again.
    

    

    
      She naturally knew of Su Zhi Ning. On the Supreme Beauty List, her ranking was even higher than hers. Who knew what kind of peerless beauty she was, to capture Brother Gu’s heart so thoroughly.
    

    

    
      Seeing Xia Mudan’s face grow paler, Zhiqin panicked and fell to her knees. “Miss, I truly did not mean to hide it from you… I was only afraid your true feelings would be wasted… that wedding before, it was all false…”
    

    

    
      “Yes, it was all false—”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan murmured. Suddenly her head tilted, her body lost all strength, and she collapsed. Before she fainted, she heard her maidservant’s heart-wrenching cry: “Miss—”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Xia Mudan awoke again, she saw Brother Gu right before her, his tone reproachful. “You should be resting properly, not letting your thoughts run wild.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu, I’m sorry.”
    

    

    
      “Enough, just rest well.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan tugged at his sleeve. “Why don’t we become sworn siblings?”
    

    

    
      At the side, Zhiqin could no longer hold back. Covering her mouth tightly, she turned and ran out of the room.
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      “Brother Gu, why don’t we become sworn brother and sister?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was slightly startled when he heard this and turned to look at Xia Mudan.
    

    

    
      Her eyes were slightly red, and within them carried a trace of pleading.
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      He understood her meaning, and with a nod, saw tears burst from her eyes as she choked, “I’m sorry… I’m just too… happy…”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan turned her face away, her voice thick with nasal sound as she said, “Brother, I… I’m tired…”
    

    

    
      “Then have a good rest.”
    

    

    
      Seeing her shoulders trembling slightly, Chen Ming felt a pang of sympathy in his heart. He wanted to reach out to comfort her, but halfway, he pulled his hand back.
    

    

    
      Hardening his heart, he rose and left.
    

    

    
      Outside the room, he saw the maid named “Zhiqin” still leaning against the pillar, crying bitterly. Without disturbing her, he left directly.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming returned to his small courtyard and was about to take out the Visualization Diagram to cultivate when Xia He came to report, “Young Master, a man named Deng Wei has come to the gate, saying he seeks an audience.”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei?
    

    

    
      That was one of the prison wardens under him.
    

    

    
      Why was he here?
    

    
      Though puzzled, Chen Ming still said, “Let him in.”
    

    

    
      Soon, Xia He brought Deng Wei over. This man wore black clothes; if he covered his face, it would be night attire.
    

    

    
      Deng Wei first bowed respectfully, “Subordinate greets My Lord.”
    

    

    
      “No need for courtesy, sit. What matter brings you here?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at this usually silent subordinate with some curiosity.
    

    

    
      He had thought the man came bearing gifts, but he was empty-handed.
    

    

    
      Without rising, Deng Wei lifted his head and said, “Subordinate comes to present a great gift to My Lord.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      “Only, I do not know if My Lord dares to accept it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw his gaze burning, utterly unlike his normally honest demeanor. Growing more interested, he said, “Speak. What kind of gift is it?”
    

    

    
      “This matter is of great importance. I beg My Lord to dismiss all others first.”
    

    

    
      He waved his hand, letting Xia He leave.
    

    

    
      Once the maid had gone, he said, “Now, you can speak.”
    

    

    
      Lowering his voice so that only the two of them could hear, Deng Wei said, “I have a way to lure out the fiends of the Nine Nether Sect. If My Lord makes prior arrangements, we can capture them all in one net. This would be a great merit. Does My Lord dare to take the gamble?”
    

    

    
      The Nine Nether Sect?
    

    
      Chen Ming was shocked, re-examining this usually inconspicuous subordinate. He had not expected him to be connected to the Eternal Life Cult’s Nine Nether Sect.
    

    

    
      After a moment of thought, Chen Ming asked, “And your condition?”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei answered decisively, “Subordinate seeks no merit, no reward. Only that My Lord protects my life.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “You are putting your very life in my hands. Why choose me?”
    

    

    
      “Because I cannot trust anyone else!”
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      “I suspect others in the Six Doors Authority have already been bought by the Nine Nether Sect. I dare not gamble. Only My Lord came from the Capital, hails from a prestigious clan, and is a rare genius. You would never debase yourself by colluding with the Nine Nether Sect!”
    

    

    
      “And you’re not afraid I might betray you, accuse you of colluding with the Demonic Cult after the fact?”
    

    

    
      “These past few days of observing, I am certain My Lord is not such a petty villain.” Deng Wei gave a bitter smile. “If I have misjudged you, then I can only resign myself to fate.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming laughed. “That flattery was well-played. Rise.”
    

    

    
      This time, Deng Wei obeyed and stood, sitting himself on the stool.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Tell me, how did you get entangled with the Nine Nether Sect?”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei recounted a past incident.
    

    

    
      Two years ago, his only son had been poisoned with a strange toxin, and only a rare medicine could cure it. He had searched in vain, helpless as his son was about to die. Then someone approached him, offering the antidote.
    

    

    
      In that desperate moment, though he knew this person was of dubious origin, he could not refuse.
    

    

    
      His son recovered quickly after taking the antidote. But that matter remained a thorn in his heart.
    

    

    
      Not long after, the man returned, asking him to do things.
    

    

    
      At first, trivial matters.
    

    

    
      Later, the demands grew excessive.
    

    

    
      Deng Wei smiled bitterly, “A month ago, he even wanted me to draw the detailed maps of the Six Doors Authority and the Great Prison. Only then did I realize their wolfish ambition, but I could only delay.
    

    

    
      “Half a month ago, they brought me to a place and revealed themselves. They told me outright they were disciples of the Eternal Life Cult’s Nine Nether Sect. I had no choice. To live, I had to join them…”
    

    

    
      After listening, Chen Ming asked, “You’ve already joined them, so why come to inform me?”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei said helplessly, “To be honest, if it had been another branch of the Eternal Life Cult, even if I boarded their pirate ship, I would accept my fate. But the disciples of the Nine Nether Sect have no credibility. Once the deed is done, they will sacrifice my whole family to their demonic artifacts. Since I’m doomed either way, better to gamble for a sliver of life.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming found his words fairly credible and asked, “If not me, who would you have told?”
    

    

    
      “Inspector Hong Yuze.”
    

    

    
      This answer was unexpected.
    

    

    
      “Why not Lord Ruan?”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei replied solemnly, “Lord Ruan is unreliable. Once, a Nine Nether Sect disciple slipped, implying that Lord Ruan’s side harbors a Nine Nether Sect spy.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was first startled, but then found it reasonable.
    

    

    
      The third floor of the Great Prison could only be opened by Ruan Caihong and Lord Zhong. If the Nine Nether Sect could not get to Ruan Caihong, nothing could be done.
    

    

    
      After a silence, he asked, “Do you know the true identities of the Nine Nether Sect disciples?”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei shook his head. “Whenever we met, they were all disguised, wearing masks. Apart from the Demon Heir, no one knows the others’ identities.”
    

    

    
      “And that Demon Heir’s cultivation?”
    

    

    
      “At least First Grade.”
    

    

    
      This did not surprise Chen Ming. Without sufficient strength, they would not dare target the Six Doors Great Prison.
    

    

    
      He said, “For now, return and act normal. I will personally report this to Lord Zhong.”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei was reassured. Such a matter had to be reported to that super-grade powerhouse.
    

    

    
      His own rank was too low; trying to see Lord Zhong would cause too much noise, sure to alert the Nine Nether Sect’s agents. He could only report to someone of higher authority.
    

    

    
      Old Zhang and Lord Li would not do.
    

    

    
      Lord Ruan had spies around him—worse still.
    

    

    
      As for the three First Grade Inspectors, two were ambitious and ruthless. The chance of betrayal afterward was too high.
    

    

    
      Originally, his only choice was Inspector Hong Yuze.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, now there was another option.
    

    

    
      Deng Wei asked, “What of the map? Should I hand it over?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “Stall them for now. I will report to Lord Zhong tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, My Lord.”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei then departed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sat in his room, pondering the matter, and finally shook his head: once again, the Eternal Life Cult—it was truly cursed fate.
    

    

    
      First the Blood Demon Sect, then the Undying Demon Sovereign, and now the Nine Nether Sect.
    

    

    
      Of the Eternal Life Cult’s six factions, he had already dealt with three.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next morning, Chen Ming went to the Six Doors Authority and immediately sought an audience with Lord Zhong, but was told he was busy with affairs and unavailable.
    

    

    
      He quickly slipped the guard a banknote, urging, “I have an urgent matter. I must see Lord Zhong.”
    

    

    
      The guard accepted it quietly, then whispered, “Lord Zhong is in seclusion, cultivating. He will not emerge for ten days to half a month. In this time, he will see no one. Return in half a month.”
    

    

    
      “Half a month?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart sank. By then, it would be far too late.
    

    

    
      He suddenly realized—the Nine Nether Sect must have timed their move to coincide with Lord Zhong’s seclusion.
    

    

    
      Now, with the two First Grade Inspectors of the Six Doors absent, and Lord Zhong in seclusion, only Hong Yuze remained. It was the moment of greatest vulnerability.
    

    

    
      He reacted in shock, “No good, the Nine Nether Sect must act within these days!”
    

    

    
      What to do?
    

    
      Returning to his office, Old Zhang asked curiously, “Why does My Lord look so troubled?”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering, he asked back, “Lord Ruan didn’t come today?”
    

    

    
      Just then, Zhang Dingce ran in from outside, “My Lord, Lord Ruan is looking for you.”
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming straightened his spirit and went to see Ruan Caihong.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “My Lord, do you know where Miss Su is now?”
    

    

    
      Upon meeting Ruan Caihong, Chen Ming asked directly.
    

    

    
      In the present Xiazhou City, the only person he could trust was Su Zhi Ning. He just hoped she hadn’t come alone.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong was surprised at his urgency and asked, “Why are you looking for her?”
    

    

    
      “To tell the truth, Miss Su is an old acquaintance of mine.”
    

    

    
      This was not a lie. Gu Xianyu indeed knew Su Zhi Ning. Though they had only met once, it was love at first sight, and he had been captivated since.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong chuckled slyly, teasing, “Just an old acquaintance?”
    

    

    
      “Brother Ruan, please don’t jest. I truly have urgent matters with her.”
    

    

    
      “To find her is not difficult. She is currently in the Hall of Sentiments and Righteousness.”
    

    

    
      “Many thanks, Brother Ruan.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong said, “No need for thanks. But, if I am not mistaken, Miss Su already has someone in her heart. For a woman like her, once she gives her heart, there is no room for another. Don’t waste your efforts.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded, accepting the lesson, then changed the subject, “Yesterday, when you checked the demonic artifact, how was it?”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong said, “Naturally, all was as usual. That sword has been suppressed here for five hundred years, completely isolated from the outside. At most another one or two centuries, and its demonic nature will be extinguished. The Heaven’s Path Alliance is simply worrying needlessly. With me here, who could possibly covet that demonic sword?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, could it be that you yourself are the greatest flaw?
    

    

    
      Of course, he did not voice that thought.
    

    

    
      “By the way, come to my residence for lunch. My wife insists on personally cooking to host you.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
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      【You have once again defeated an LV75 enemy, gaining 10,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【You have once again defeated an LV76 enemy, gaining 10,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【……】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming once again entered the prison, bringing out nine Third Grade prisoners one by one into the torture chamber, and “sparred” with them. In the end, he harvested a total of ninety thousand experience points.
    

    

    
      “It seems that defeating a Third Grade enemy guarantees at least ten thousand experience points.”
    

    

    
      Before leaving, he handed Lei Chun a silver note, asking her to buy some fine wine and dishes to send to those nine Third Grade prisoners.
    

    

    
      The money came from Gu Xianyu’s body.
    

    

    
      Since he was asking them to spar, it was only natural to give them a little benefit in return.
    

    

    
      These past few days, he had observed Lei Chun’s character. She was rather bold and forthright, not the sort of person who always demanded benefits after a fight. Entrusting her with this task was the best choice.
    

    

    
      He opened his panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 949875】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Layer Perfection), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Seventh Layer 205784/10000000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastery), 《Eight Trigrams Saber Technique》 (Mastery), 《Zhuang’s Flying Knife》 (Mastery), 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens》 (Fourth Layer 3908/400000), 《Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan》 (Second Layer 35734/2000000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Technique》 (Mastery)】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a headache. “I’m still halfway from reaching the Third Layer of 《Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan》.”
    

    

    
      Where could he possibly find a million experience points in such a short time?
    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming exited the prison, it was already near noon.
    

    

    
      He recalled Ruan Caihong’s invitation and hurried off to find him.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong was waiting for him. When he saw Chen Ming arrive, he exclaimed happily, “You finally came! This place is too gloomy. I don’t want to stay here another moment.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming apologized, “I’ve kept elder brother waiting.”
    

    

    
      “I’ve already said, there’s no need for such courtesy between us. If you keep acting like this, I’ll get angry.”
    

    

    
      “Elder brother, does Lord Zhong often go into seclusion to cultivate?”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong gave him a surprised glance. “It seems that you really aren’t valued at home. Didn’t anyone tell you about matters concerning experts of the Divine Repository Realm?”
    

    

    
      “They truly didn’t.”
    

    

    
      “For experts of the Divine Repository Realm, a single meditation session can last ten days, half a month, or even longer. So unless there’s some great matter, they rarely walk the martial world. After all, very few things in this world can still capture their interest.”
    

    

    
      “I see.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself that upon reaching the Divine Repository Realm, one’s very essence of life might undergo transformation—truly transcending into the sacred, with lifespan greatly extended. Their perception of time would naturally differ from that of ordinary people.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong revealed another secret. “Furthermore, after reaching the Divine Repository Realm, one can clearly sense the end of their own lifespan. Every time they exert their full strength, it shaves away at their remaining years. Therefore, unless it is absolutely necessary, they are reluctant to act.”
    

    

    
      “No wonder there are so few rumors of Divine Repository Realm experts taking action.” Chen Ming finally understood. He had always wondered why these experts seemed to live in seclusion and so rarely appeared in the world.
    

    

    
      So this was the reason.
    

    

    
      Up to this point, he had only seen Divine Repository Realm experts in the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion, and more than one at that. Unfortunately, he had never seen them act.
    

    

    
      He still did not know just how terrifyingly strong such an expert truly was.
    

    

    
      While talking, the two of them arrived at the Ruan Residence.
    

    

    
      It was an extremely imposing mansion.
    

    

    
      As soon as they arrived, the gates swung open. Madam Ruan personally came out to greet them. “Welcome back, husband. Young Brother Gu, please come in quickly.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong’s face glowed red with joy, clearly very pleased.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming smiled. “Greetings, sister-in-law. I came in such a hurry that I didn’t bring a gift. I hope you’ll forgive me.”
    

    

    
      “You coming here already makes my husband and me very happy. There’s no need for such words.”
    

    

    
      Thus, Chen Ming was welcomed into the residence.
    

    

    
      It was just a small family banquet. He was the only guest, together with Ruan Caihong and his wife, just the three of them. Still, the table was laid with a rich spread of dishes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed that all the servants in the residence were rather plain-looking, especially the maids. They all had rough, sturdy hands and tall, burly builds.
    

    

    
      Clearly, Madam Ruan had chosen them deliberately. Truly, she had put great thought into this.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong brought out a treasured wine to treat him. “This is spiritual wine personally brewed by Lord Zhong. It is said to be made from a certain spirit fruit found in a Secret Realm. Even for Third Grade martial artists, it can help improve cultivation.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that it came from a Secret Realm, Chen Ming smiled. “Then I must really try it.”
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan chimed in, “My husband has kept this wine stored away for years. Even when Third Uncle came last time, he was unwilling to bring it out.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong took the wine jar, broke the seal, and instantly the fragrance of the wine spread throughout the room.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was moved. “Just smelling this wine is enough to make one feel tipsy.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong laughed. “Lord Zhong said that while this wine does aid in cultivation, it also makes people easily drunk. That’s why he named it ‘Hundred Days’ Drunk’.”
    

    

    
      He poured a bowl for Chen Ming, another for himself, and tried to pour one for his wife. But she shook her head. “I won’t drink. You two enjoy yourselves.”
    

    

    
      He set the jar aside, raised his bowl, and said to Chen Ming, “Come, try it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming lifted his bowl and clinked it against his, then sniffed it. He felt a surge of pure vitality rush into his nose, quickly merging into his body and being absorbed into his dantian.
    

    

    
      It was indeed spiritual wine.
    

    

    
      He glanced at his panel. After just a sip, the proficiency of his cultivation method increased by over a hundred points.
    

    

    
      He drank a mouthful. The wine entered his belly like a smooth thread, not spicy at all. Instead, his mouth was filled with the refreshing fragrance of fruit wood.
    

    

    
      The next moment, a surge of energy welled up in his abdomen, spreading to his limbs and bones, then merging into his meridians.
    

    

    
      He looked at the panel again. The proficiency of his cultivation method was rising rapidly, in the blink of an eye already increasing by several thousand points.
    

    

    
      “Good wine.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming praised sincerely. It truly enhanced cultivation, far from being ordinary.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong refilled his bowl. “Another one. Bottoms up!”
    

    

    
      And so, bowl after bowl, in less than the time it takes to drink a cup of tea, the entire jar of spiritual wine was gone.
    

    

    
      “Urgh—”
    

    

    
      After finishing the last bowl, Chen Ming burped, feeling dizzy all over. Unable to hold on any longer, he collapsed onto the table and fell soundly asleep.
    

    

    
      At the same table, Ruan Caihong shouted, “Excellent! What a joy… Brother Gu, get up and drink more… Huh? Why’s there no more wine? Wife… wife…”
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan hurried forward to support him, carrying him back to their room. She then ordered the servants to escort Gu Xianyu to a guest chamber.
    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming did not know how much time had passed. Still drunk and in a haze, his martial instinct suddenly stirred, instantly waking him up.
    

    

    
      “Who’s there?”
    

    

    
      He reached to his side and found a sword—it was Po Jun. His other sword, the Phoenix Cry Sword, was missing.
    

    

    
      He was lying on a bed. Outside the bed curtains, a graceful woman’s figure stood, asking in a faint voice, “Young Master Gu, where did you obtain this sword?”
    

    

    
      It was Madam Ruan!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming recognized the voice immediately. But at this moment, her tone was utterly different from before.
    

    

    
      Sweeping his senses, he discovered that only the two of them were inside the room.
    

    

    
      This realization shocked him greatly.
    

    

    
      A lone man and a married woman together in one chamber—it was already improper. All the more so when she was the wife of Ruan Caihong.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked sternly, “Sister-in-law, what do you mean by this? Where is Elder Brother Ruan?”
    

    

    
      Checking his body quickly, he found no signs of poison or restrictions. His heart eased slightly.
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan said, “He is still unconscious from drink. You haven’t answered me yet. Is this sword yours?”
    

    

    
      She seemed to care a great deal about the Phoenix Cry Sword.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was puzzled, not understanding her true intentions. “Naturally, it is mine.”
    

    

    
      Madam Ruan suddenly said, “I didn’t expect Young Master to actually be a descendant of the Nine Nether Sect.”
    

    

    
      What!?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming froze. He had never imagined she would say such a thing.
    

    

    
      A descendant of the Nine Nether Sect?
    

    

    
      He quickly replied, “Sister-in-law must be mistaken. I have nothing whatsoever to do with the Nine Nether Sect.”
    

    

    
      “You cannot deceive me.”
    

    

    
      Her voice carried a trace of coldness. Stroking the Phoenix Cry Sword in her hand, though the bed curtain obscured her expression, her movements revealed a certain reverence. “Yesterday, when I saw this sword, I already knew your identity. Since you possess a Holy Sect’s Sacred Sword, that makes you the Holy Son of this generation.”
    

    

    
      Sacred Sword?
    

    

    
      Holy Son?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a chill race up his spine. Like a bolt of lightning splitting through his mind, he finally realized who the spy beside Ruan Caihong was.
    

    

    
      It was her!
    

    

    
      What she called a Sacred Sword should actually be a Demonic Artifact.
    

    

    
      And the Holy Son was none other than the Demon Heir of the Nine Nether Sect.
    

    

    
      Only disciples of the Nine Nether Sect would call a demonic sword a Sacred Sword.
    

    

    
      But why would she expose her identity in front of him?
    

    

    
      How could the Phoenix Cry Sword possibly be a demonic artifact of the Nine Nether Sect?
    

    

    
      No—
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suddenly remembered that within the Phoenix Cry Sword, there was indeed a sealed remnant soul of a Demon Venerable. Strictly speaking, it was indeed a Demonic Artifact!
    

    

    
      That explained it—Madam Ruan must have sensed the remnant soul of the Immortal Demon Venerable within the Phoenix Cry Sword, and thus mistook him for the Demon Heir of the Nine Nether Sect!
    

    

    
      Having figured out the cause and effect, Chen Ming’s first thought was, “Thankfully, when I went to meet Lord Zhong last time, I didn’t bring the Phoenix Cry Sword with me.”
    

    

    
      If Lord Zhong had sensed the Demon Venerable’s soul sealed inside, he might have slain him on the spot.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s silence was taken by Madam Ruan as tacit admission.
    

    

    
      “I knew I wasn’t wrong.”
    

    

    
      Her tone carried excitement. With a sudden thud, she dropped to her knees, holding the Phoenix Cry Sword high above her head. “This subordinate, Zhou Yilan of the Nine Demon Sect, pays respects to the Holy Son!”
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      The doors and windows inside the room were tightly shut, the lighting dim, and before him stood a brocade bed draped with gauze curtains.
    

    

    
      Within a radius of over ten meters, not a third person’s breath or heartbeat could be heard.
    

    

    
      Yet Chen Ming’s palms were sweating. Suddenly, he let out a loud laugh.
    

    
      “Madam, stop joking around. Call Brother Ruan out. Isn’t he hiding right behind the door?”
    

    

    
      Kneeling on the ground, Zhou Yilan lowered her head. Although she could not see the expression on his face, she still sensed his extreme tension. She secretly admired him. At such a moment, he still refused to admit anything. It showed just how cautious he was.
    

    

    
      She said, “Holy Son need not doubt this subordinate. If this subordinate truly wanted to harm the Holy Son, why put on such an act? All it would take is this—”
    

    

    
      Before her words had even fallen, a flash of white light burst from her hand. She had actually activated the power of the “Phoenix Cry Sword.” A streak of purple radiance lit up, and the sinister demonic aura dropped the surrounding temperature to freezing.
    

    

    
      That purple figure was nearly about to break free from the “Phoenix Cry Sword’s” suppression.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart leapt to his throat. He shouted, “Enough!”
    

    

    
      At once, the purple figure was sucked back into the “Phoenix Cry Sword,” and the room fell silent once more, as though nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      He stretched out his hand and seized the “Phoenix Cry Sword,” his heart still pounding wildly.
    

    

    
      Just now, he had nearly been scared to death. If the Immortal Demon Lord had escaped, the consequences would have been unimaginable.
    

    

    
      Not only could she perceive the suppressed Demon Lord within the “Phoenix Cry Sword,” she could even manipulate it. This was truly astonishing.
    

    

    
      The “Phoenix Cry Sword” trembled slightly, conveying a faint sense of grievance, as if saying, “Master, I’ve been sullied.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan solemnly declared, “This subordinate harbors no intent to harm the Holy Son.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared at her. His thoughts turned swiftly as he weighed the pros and cons. Under the current circumstances, he could only feign acceptance.
    

    

    
      Do not be fooled by Zhou Yilan’s delicate appearance—she was in fact a Second Grade expert.
    

    

    
      This was something her husband, Ruan Caihong, had told him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming coughed lightly and said, “Enough, stand up. I believe you.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Zhou Yilan rise, standing respectfully at his side.
    

    

    
      He asked, “You could have simply killed me and taken the sword. Why didn’t you?”
    

    

    
      “The Holy Son is Heaven’s chosen. How could this subordinate dare offend?”
    

    

    
      “Hmph. The Holy Sect has always revered strength above all. Now that the sect is masterless, everyone competes for the supreme seat purely by ability. Where is this so-called Heaven’s mandate?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan replied, “The Holy Son is the legitimate heir of the Gu Family and has ties with the Six Doors Authority. If this subordinate were to kill you, it would certainly draw their pursuit. How could I dare act recklessly? Thus, you are Heaven’s chosen.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew she was not being truthful. “What you really want is to withdraw from the martial world, to live in seclusion with Brother Ruan, and never again meddle in the Holy Sect’s affairs. Am I right?”
    

    

    
      At this, Zhou Yilan’s expression changed. She dropped to one knee again.
    

    
      “Please, Holy Son, grant me this.”
    

    

    
      Seeing her reaction, Chen Ming finally let out a sigh of relief. At last, he had seized back the initiative.
    

    

    
      He said indifferently, “What use is my approval? You’ll need your fellow sect members to let you go.”
    

    

    
      Her face instantly went pale. Trembling, she whispered, “The Holy Son’s foresight is truly divine…”
    

    

    
      “Just simple reasoning,” Chen Ming chuckled. “If you weren’t under duress, why would you reveal your identity after discovering mine?
    

    

    
      “So I figured, someone must be threatening you—using Brother Ruan against you. You don’t wish to comply, so you’re hoping to use me to eliminate them. Am I right?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan’s heart trembled in shock. She had not expected him to lay bare her secret with just a few words. A trace of fear rose within her.
    

    

    
      Watching her, Chen Ming shook his head inwardly. With such a weak mindset, she dared to meddle in the demonic sect?
    

    

    
      As expected, a woman entangled in love became fragile. That was fatal to ambition.
    

    

    
      He said, “You need not fear. Brother Ruan treats me as kin, so you are like my sister-in-law. I will never harm you. If you don’t believe me, I can swear upon the name of the Demon Lord. Once your fellow sect members are removed, I’ll set you free, so you and Brother Ruan can grow old together.”
    

    

    
      “Are you serious?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan lifted her head, her expression slightly stirred.
    

    

    
      Right then, Chen Ming swore by the name of the Nine Nether Demon Lord.
    

    
      “…If I break this oath, let me, Gu Xianyu, be devoured by the Sacred Sword and die a miserable death.”
    

    

    
      Seeing him truly swear such a heavy vow, Zhou Yilan’s tense expression relaxed. “Thank you, Holy Son, for granting my wish.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming reminded her, “Sister-in-law, stop calling me Holy Son. If it becomes a habit, Brother Ruan will notice.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      “Do you know the identities of your fellow sect members?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan nodded, then shook her head. “I know their real names, but not what identities they currently use.”
    

    

    
      People of the demonic sect excelled at disguise. That was basic skill.
    

    

    
      “Can you contact them?”
    

    

    
      “I can only reach my First Senior Brother. But killing just him is useless. Once the others see things going wrong, they’ll flee Xiashou City at once. Catching them afterward will be difficult.”
    

    

    
      From her tone, she clearly intended to eradicate them all.
    

    

    
      Ruthless indeed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “How many know your identity?”
    

    

    
      “At most three. They were once my fellow disciples, grew up with me since childhood. But who would have thought…”
    

    

    
      She shook her head, letting out a sorrowful smile. “If they hadn’t threatened me so harshly, disregarding my husband’s life, I would never have turned against them…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s voice went cold. “If you still harbor sentiment for them, then forget this plan. I won’t risk you going soft at the crucial moment and ruining everything.”
    

    

    
      “Rest assured. For my husband’s sake, I will not falter.”
    

    

    
      “Good. Then we must plan carefully to catch them all in one net.”
    

    

    
      “There’s a perfect opportunity—let them walk into the trap themselves.”
    

    

    
      Clearly, Zhou Yilan already had an idea.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming caught her implication. “You mean, borrow another’s blade to kill?”
    

    

    
      “Exactly. My three senior brothers are all First Grade experts, far beyond our ability to handle. Unless you unleash the full might of the Sacred Sword. But that would draw both the Eight Holy Gates and the Six Doors Authority. The best way is to let the Six Doors handle them.”
    

    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    

    
      And so, the two began to plot their plan.
    

    

    
      In the end, after reaching an agreement, Chen Ming made another request.
    

    
      “There’s still something missing.”
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      “Something to convince the higher-ups of the Six Doors. Words alone won’t persuade Hong Yuze. There must be proof that the Nine Nether Sect has resurfaced. Do you have any tokens, Demonic Artifacts, or manuals of theirs?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan thought for a moment. “Stay a while longer before leaving. I’ll have someone deliver a basket to you. Take it with you.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      By the time Chen Ming left the Ruan Residence, dusk had fallen. Before his departure, Zhou Yilan had someone deliver a box of pastries. The fragrance of cakes filled the carriage.
    

    

    
      Once certain of his safety, he finally relaxed.
    

    

    
      Today’s ordeal had been truly bizarre. A single misstep could have cost him his life.
    

    

    
      The martial world was still far too dangerous. Even places that seemed safe hid unforeseen threats.
    

    

    
      Who could have imagined? Ruan Caihong’s wife was actually a disciple of the Nine Nether Sect.
    

    

    
      Sighing, he opened the basket that carried the fragrance of pastries. Beneath the tray of cakes lay a piece of dark iron, like a common ingot, smooth and devoid of markings.
    

    

    
      “This is the Nine Nether Sect’s token?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming picked it up. It was heavy in his hand.
    

    

    
      He injected a strand of qi into it. At once, a strange intent burrowed into his mind. Damp and cold, it sickened him so badly he nearly threw it away.
    

    

    
      “That intent… it seemed to convey some kind of message. Could it be a cultivation method?”
    

    

    
      Taking a deep breath, he forced down his nausea and injected qi again.
    

    

    
      The chilling intent poured into his mind once more, as if chanting a mantra.
    

    

    
      He endured the discomfort, listening intently.
    

    

    
      By nightfall, Chen Ming had finished absorbing all the content hidden within the iron piece. The technique was called the 《Nine Nether Grand Art》.
    

    

    
      It was an extraordinary method, utterly bizarre.
    

    

    
      Cultivating the 《Nine Nether Grand Art》 required choosing a “life-bound object,” relying on it to cultivate oneself. It was essentially dual cultivation with an artifact.
    

    

    
      It immediately reminded him of the “sword cultivators” in immortal cultivation novels.
    

    

    
      The 《Nine Nether Grand Art》 was similar. Its level of advancement depended entirely on the chosen life-bound object.
    

    

    
      If it were an ordinary object, there would be almost no benefit.
    

    

    
      If it were a divine weapon, progress would be several times faster.
    

    

    
      If it were a peerless weapon, progress could be ten or even dozens of times faster.
    

    

    
      If it were one of the Nine Nether Sect’s Demonic Artifacts, progress would be hundreds or even thousands of times faster—allowing one to reach realms others could never achieve in a lifetime within a short span.
    

    

    
      The teachings of the Eternal Life Cult were indeed all about rapid advancement, each more sinister than the last.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming doubted whether someone who cultivated with a Demonic Artifact would even remain the same person by the time they mastered it.
    

    

    
      Still, the 《Nine Nether Grand Art》 contained many techniques for controlling divine weapons, worth learning. One such was the 《Nurturing Artifact Art》, which used qi to nourish the weapon, strengthening the bond and hastening unity between wielder and weapon.
    

    

    
      Another was the 《Controlling Artifact Art》, which allowed full use of a peerless weapon’s power without backlash.
    

    

    
      That afternoon, Zhou Yilan must have used this very secret art to control the “Phoenix Cry Sword.”
    

    

    
      That night, Chen Ming did not sleep. He immersed himself in studying the 《Nurturing Artifact Art》 and 《Controlling Artifact Art》.
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, dawn broke.
    

    

    
      “Success!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart filled with joy as he opened his panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 949875】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Layer, Perfected), 《True Art of Five Elements (Incomplete)》 (Seventh Layer, 242456/10000000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastered), 《Eight Trigrams Saber Technique》 (Mastered), 《Zhuang’s Flying Knife》 (Mastered), 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》 (Mastered), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastered), 《Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens》 (Fourth Layer, 3908/400000), 《Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan》 (Second Layer, 35734/2000000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Art》 (Mastered), 《Nurturing Artifact Art》 (First Layer, 1/100000), 《Controlling Artifact Art》 (First Layer, 1/100000)】
    

    

    
      The two secret arts now appeared on his panel, ready to be upgraded directly.
    

    

    
      “Add points!”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Chen Ming added them to the 《Controlling Artifact Art》. First to the second layer, then the third, and finally up to the fourth.
    

    

    
      “So this is the Controlling Artifact Art!”
    

    

    
      He grasped the “Phoenix Cry Sword,” feeling as if it were bonded to his very bloodline. Within it, he could distinctly sense three powers.
    

    

    
      One was the sword’s own power, weakest but most agile.
    

    

    
      Another was a blazing power like the sun.
    

    

    
      The last was the soul of the Immortal Demon Lord. The first two powers worked together, suppressing the Demon Lord’s spirit.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could command any of the three at will—even the suppressed Demon Lord.
    

    

    
      His heart surged with pride.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he finally possessed the strength to face the current situation. Even against a First Grade expert, he now had the power to fight.
    

    

    
      And should he meet one of the Divine Repository Realm, he could always release the Immortal Demon Lord and perish together. That was his ultimate trump card.
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      “These past days, you’ve worked hard.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gently stroked the spine of the Phoenix Cry Sword, his movements tender, as if caressing a lover’s back.
    

    

    
      The Phoenix Cry Sword trembled faintly.
    

    

    
      He spoke softly, “I know. Don’t worry, I am here.”
    

    

    
      At this, the Phoenix Cry Sword shivered a few times before gradually calming down.
    

    

    
      With the Controlling Artifact Art advancing to the fourth layer, he discovered that he could seemingly understand the words of the Phoenix Cry Sword. This feeling was rather mysterious.
    

    

    
      In truth, the sword’s spirit had not regained its spiritual consciousness—it had merely recovered some instinct. It could not communicate with its master, at most only issue a warning.
    

    

    
      It was just like an infant who could not yet speak, only crying loudly when hungry.
    

    

    
      Now, it was as though he had mastered “infant speech,” able to discern meaning within the cries of a child.
    

    

    
      During these days, the Phoenix Cry Sword had nearly exhausted all its strength suppressing the Undying Demon Venerable. In its hazy consciousness, it knew only one thing: that this villain wanted to harm its master, and thus it must never let him escape.
    

    

    
      In fact, with the strength of the Phoenix Cry Sword alone, it should have been impossible to suppress the primordial spirit of the Undying Demon Venerable. It was all thanks to that cluster of golden divine flame.
    

    

    
      That golden flame seemed to be the nemesis of the Undying Demon Venerable, wrapping tightly around him and trapping him within the Phoenix Cry Sword.
    

    

    
      Only now did Chen Ming realize that the Undying Demon Venerable had not been extinguished by the flame. On the contrary, he was gradually corroding it, seemingly attempting to merge with the golden flame.
    

    

    
      Once the two forces fused, the Phoenix Cry Sword would no longer be able to contain him. If he broke free, it would spell disaster.
    

    

    
      “Let’s deal with the trouble at hand first.”
    

    

    
      Exhaling deeply, he pushed the thought aside. Leaving the courtyard, he went to find Xia Mudan.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Big Brother.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan was eating. Her complexion looked much better. Seeing him enter, she put down her bowl and struggled to get out of bed.
    

    

    
      “Don’t move, just lie down.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stepped forward, pressing her hand gently to signal her to stay in bed, before taking her pulse.
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan said, “I have already sent someone with a letter to Wanlei City. Once Father exits seclusion and sees it, he will rush over.”
    

    

    
      From her pulse, Chen Ming assessed her current condition. After pondering a moment, he said, “I may be able to try removing the sword intent within your body, but I don’t have complete confidence. So, I wanted to ask your opinion.”
    

    

    
      “Go ahead.” Xia Mudan looked at him with clear, bright eyes and said, “I believe you. Zhiqin, wait outside.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      The maidservant Zhiqin bowed and stepped out.
    

    

    
      Seeing her trust him so much, Chen Ming felt a touch of emotion. He gripped the hilt of the Phoenix Cry Sword and said gently, “It may hurt a little. Bear with it.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.” Xia Mudan closed her eyes.
    

    

    
      Buzz!
    

    

    
      An indescribable power surged from the Phoenix Cry Sword. Golden light tinged with violet shone from the blade, a blend of sacredness and demonic strangeness.
    

    

    
      He not only invoked the power of the golden flame within the sword, but also drew upon a trace of the Undying Demon Venerable’s might.
    

    

    
      “Break for me!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming drew the sword and slashed toward Xia Mudan, who lay on the bed.
    

    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      The sword tip halted precisely at the center of her brow. At the same time, deep within her body, a dormant, overwhelming sword intent was stirred awake and burst forth.
    

    

    
      The two sword intents collided—and annihilated each other almost instantly.
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan spat out a mouthful of blood and fainted on the spot, her face as pale as paper.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sheathed the sword and immediately checked her pulse.
    

    

    
      “Young Miss—”
    

    

    
      Zhiqin, who had been anxiously listening outside, could not hold back and rushed in. Seeing her mistress unconscious, looking even more gravely wounded, she panicked.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “She is fine. The sword intent within her has been removed. With the root cause gone, her cultivation will ensure she recovers quickly. Take good care of her.”
    

    

    
      He released her wrist, pulled up her quilt to tuck her in, and then turned to leave.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The Hall of Sentiments and Righteousness was the base of the Sentiments Lineage of the Eight Righteous Gates, used especially for receiving guests.
    

    

    
      The disciples of this lineage were known for their wide connections and numerous friends.
    

    

    
      Yesterday, Ruan Caihong had said that Su Zhi Ning was there, and that befriending her showed just how capable the disciples of this hall were.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming, together with Deng Wei, went to the hall. In order to meet Su Zhi Ning smoothly, he even borrowed Ruan Caihong’s name.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, Su Zhi Ning might not agree to see him.
    

    

    
      After all, he was currently Gu Xianyu—Su Zhi Ning’s admirer.
    

    

    
      “Deng Wei of the Six Doors Authority, under the order of Lord Ruan, seeks an audience with Miss Su of Heaven’s Path Alliance. Please announce us.” Deng Wei stepped forward to speak.
    

    

    
      Before long, the messenger returned and led them inside.
    

    

    
      The disciple of the hall said, “Gentlemen, there is a rule in the Hall of Sentiments and Righteousness: no fighting within these premises. Please abide by it.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “Rest assured, we are not here to make an arrest.”
    

    

    
      Once reassured, the man guided them further inside.
    

    

    
      The hall was grand and luxuriously decorated, filled with guests and as lively as an inn.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming noticed that the guests were diverse. He even spotted a few dressed like countryside hunters.
    

    

    
      He sighed, “It is said that the disciples of the Hall of Sentiments and Righteousness befriend all without regard to birth. Seeing it today, the reputation is indeed deserved.”
    

    

    
      Of course, the two of them—officers of the Six Doors Authority—stood out like sore thumbs. The moment they entered, nearly everyone glanced at them, whispering among themselves.
    

    

    
      They passed through the front hall, exited through a large door, and came to a garden.
    

    

    
      Soon, the attendant led Chen Ming and Deng Wei to a courtyard and announced, “Miss Su, they have arrived.”
    

    

    
      A voice replied from inside, “Let them in.”
    

    

    
      It was not Su Zhi Ning’s voice.
    

    

    
      “Please enter.”
    

    

    
      The man pushed the door open and gestured for them to go inside.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Deng Wei walked in. Inside was a refined garden filled with flowers and plants. They were not particularly rare species, but the arrangement gave it a unique elegance.
    

    

    
      Within sat three people—one man, one woman, and Su Zhi Ning—who all raised their heads toward them.
    

    

    
      The unfamiliar woman looked Chen Ming up and down. Suddenly, her eyes lit up.
    

    

    
      “Gu Xianyu? So it’s you.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at her doubtfully, “How should I address you, young lady? And how do you recognize me?”
    

    

    
      The woman clapped her hands, her face lighting up with delight. “It really is you! Your name has already spread throughout Xiazhou City. Such a genius, I have long wanted to meet you. My name is Wu Xiaolan, a disciple of the Hall of Sentiments and Righteousness. This is my senior brother, Zhou Wentao.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Wentao?
    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart gave a jolt. This was the very man who had injured Xia Mudan. Unexpectedly, he had truly encountered him.
    

    

    
      His face remained calm. “So it is the elite disciples of the Hall of Sentiments and Righteousness. I have long heard your names.”
    

    

    
      The two were not very old, about thirty years of age. Wu Xiaolan was taller than most men, though her proportions were well-balanced. If reduced by twenty percent, she would definitely be a great beauty.
    

    

    
      Zhou Wentao was quite handsome, with a refined and scholarly air. He sported two thin mustaches, appearing approachable, with no trace of a Second Grade expert about him.
    

    

    
      Since Chen Ming had entered, Zhou Wentao had fixed his eyes upon him.
    

    

    
      At this time, Su Zhi Ning spoke, “They came to see me.”
    

    

    
      Wu Xiaolan caught the hint immediately and said, “Then we won’t disturb you further. I’ll come find you this afternoon.” She then pulled her senior brother away.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Once outside, Wu Xiaolan asked Zhou Wentao, “Senior brother, why were you staring at that Gu Xianyu just now? Could it be jealousy that he won the beauty?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Wentao did not laugh. Instead, he frowned. “Strange. Why does this person carry the aura of the Heartless Sword?”
    

    

    
      “What?” Wu Xiaolan was startled. “How can that be? Senior brother, you haven’t used the Heartless Sword recently, have you?”
    

    

    
      “Not long ago, I used it once. I did not expect that man to be acquainted with this Gu Xianyu. Moreover, their relationship is far from simple.”
    

    

    
      Wu Xiaolan was shocked. For her senior brother to use the Heartless Sword, it must have involved a close friend. If so, then…
    

    

    
      “Senior brother, what do you plan to do?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Wentao merely shook his head and did not intend to tell her.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In the garden, Su Zhi Ning looked at Gu Xianyu and Deng Wei, her tone cold. “Ruan Caihong sent you here. What is it about?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gazed at this woman who had once fought side by side with him, who had been willing to risk her life for him. His emotions stirred as he lowered his head. “Miss Su, forgive the intrusion. It is concerning a grave matter. This must not be leaked, especially not to the Eight Righteous Gates. So, may we find another place to speak in detail?”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning stared at him for a moment, then said, “Very well.”
    

    

    
      She led them out through the back door and boarded a carriage.
    

    

    
      Not long after, the carriage stopped, and the three entered a quiet, secluded residence.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said, “Now you may speak.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I have a lead concerning the Nine Nether Sect.”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s cold gaze sharpened, her brows stern. “Speak!”
    

    

    
      He turned to his subordinate. “Deng Wei, tell Miss Su everything you know.”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei then recounted the matter in full detail.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning listened attentively, asked a few questions, and then fell into deep thought.
    

    

    
      After a while, she asked gravely, “Who else knows of this?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming replied, “Only the three of us.”
    

    

    
      “Why not inform the Six Doors Authority?”
    

    

    
      He did not answer, instead saying to Deng Wei, “Deng Wei, you return first. I will discuss further with Miss Su.”
    

    

    
      After Deng Wei left, Chen Ming said, “Lord Zhong is currently in seclusion. The other two inspectors are away. Only Hong Yuze and Ruan Caihong remain. I fear there may be spies around them, so I dare not tell them. After much thought, I could only come to you, Miss Su.”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning fell into contemplation. After a while, she slowly said, “Those disciples of the Nine Nether Sect dare to set their sights on that demonic sword. Their strength must be formidable, not something I can handle alone.”
    

    

    
      He asked in surprise, “Could it be, young lady, that you came to Xiazhou by yourself?”
    

    

    
      “Not quite. A martial uncle accompanied me, but I do not know where he is now. In the short term, I fear I cannot reach him.”
    

    

    
      “What should we do, then? Now is a heaven-sent opportunity to capture them all at once. If we miss it, once they hide away, finding them will be like searching for a needle in the ocean.”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning decisively said, “Come. Let us find Hong Yuze first.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “And Lord Ruan?”
    

    

    
      “Ruan Caihong may no longer be reliable.”
    

    

    
      Her thoughts clearly matched Chen Ming’s.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming suggested, “We should act separately, so as not to arouse suspicion.”
    

    

    
      “Agreed.”
    

    

    
      As she watched his departing figure, Su Zhi Ning’s cold eyes flashed with a trace of doubt. For some reason, she felt that this Gu Xianyu, whom she had only met once before, had changed greatly.
    

    

    
      Compared to the last time, he was like a completely different person.
    

    

    
      Moreover, she could not shake the sense of familiarity about him—especially when he spoke, it was as if…
    

    

    
      Soon, she shook her head, dismissing the thought. The matter at hand was more important.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had not told Su Zhi Ning about Zhou Yilan, for he had no way to explain why Zhou Yilan had mistaken him for the Holy Son of the Nine Nether Sect.
    

    

    
      Such a thing could never be clarified. When a disciple of the Nine Nether Sect personally acknowledged him as their Holy Son, who would doubt it?
    

    
      At that point, it would be a matter of killing just to be safe.
    

    

    
      He had no desire to test human loyalty.
    

    

    
      As for confessing his true identity to Su Zhi Ning, there was not the slightest benefit. In the end, there would only be two possible outcomes.
    

    

    
      First, Su Zhi Ning would uphold righteousness over kinship and personally kill him, the one who had been possessed by the Undying Demon Venerable.
    

    

    
      Second, Su Zhi Ning would abandon the righteous path in her heart, her Dao heart broken, her cultivation forever stagnant—just like that courtesan Mudan of Tianxiang Tower in Jiangzhou City.
    

    

    
      Even if he told her that he had not been possessed by the Undying Demon Venerable, she would not believe it.
    

    

    
      Such things could not be proven. Even if he revealed the primordial spirit of the Demon Venerable sealed within the Phoenix Cry Sword, the result would be the same.
    

    

    
      So many eyes had witnessed the Undying Demon Venerable enter his body.
    

    

    
      That monster had rampaged across the world, even Celestial Realm experts could not kill him. A single glance could plant a restriction, turning one into his puppet—let alone when he had entered the body itself.
    

    

    
      The most terrifying aspect of the Undying Demon Venerable was that after possessing someone, he would gain all their memories. His disguise could deceive even the closest kin.
    

    

    
      In those years, when the Undying Demon Venerable wreaked havoc across the world, the Heaven’s Path Alliance had unleashed all its might, but could not subdue him.
    

    

    
      In the end, they could only rally the great sects of the realm and resort to the most ruthless measure: to kill everyone who had come into contact with the Undying Demon Venerable. Only then did they corner him, finally suppressing him.
    

    

    
      That battle had claimed countless lives.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had sought out the Six Doors Authority’s records of the war. The files contained only a few lines, yet behind them lay innumerable deaths.
    

    

    
      When the Heaven’s Path Alliance grew ruthless, it was ruthless beyond compare.
    

    

    
      In terms of sheer numbers slain, even the entire Cult of Eternal Life might not match the Heaven’s Path Alliance.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming returned to the Six Doors Authority, he learned that Ruan Caihong had not come that day. He went straight to the prison to “spar” with the Third Grade prisoners, harvesting experience points.
    

    

    
      To his surprise, Deng Wei was absent. “Where is Deng Wei?” he asked.
    

    

    
      Lei Chun replied, “Just now, someone from his family came. They said something urgent required him to return.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt something was off. Could the Nine Nether Sect have noticed something?
    

    

    
      He nodded, asking no more, and entered the prison with several subordinates.
    

    

    
      Among these subordinates, there might still be spies of the Nine Nether Sect. Therefore, he could not act strangely. He decided to wait until later to seek Deng Wei.
    

    

    
      As usual, Chen Ming went to the torture chamber and had the Third Grade prisoners brought out one by one.
    

    

    
      Finally, when the fifth prisoner was brought forth, Deng Wei arrived at last, signaling frantically with his eyes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming understood and had Lei Chun, who had come with him, step outside.
    

    

    
      Inside the torture chamber, only Chen Ming, Deng Wei, and the Third Grade prisoner remained.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Deng Wei could no longer hold back, his face anxious. “My lord, it is bad. They’ve decided to act today.”
    

    

    
      “Today?”
    

    

    
      So soon?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was shocked. Zhou Yilan had not even sent word.
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      Chen Ming and Zhou Yilan had once made an agreement: as long as people from the Nine Nether Sect came looking for her, she would immediately send someone to inform him…
    

    

    
      However, in this world, plans never kept up with changes.
    

    

    
      He did not panic, but instead asked in a deep voice, “What did they want from you?”
    

    

    
      Deng Wei wiped the cold sweat from his forehead, his voice trembling, “They… they told me to think of a way at the beginning of noon, to pull out the Dragon-Sealing Needle from one of the First Grade prisoners.”
    

    

    
      Yesterday, he had already given the Nine Nether Sect people the map of the Six Doors Authority and the prison according to Chen Ming’s instructions.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyes narrowed slightly. These people from the Nine Nether Sect were truly deep schemers, actually planting a First Grade expert inside the prison beforehand.
    

    

    
      He asked, “Which one?”
    

    

    
      “The one surnamed Gan.”
    

    

    
      Currently, in the prison, there were two First Grade prisoners—one surnamed Gan, and one surnamed Zhang.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly recalled the information about that Gan fellow. He had killed a core disciple of an Aristocratic Family, and was suspected of deliberately allowing himself to be caught, hiding in the prison to avoid disaster.
    

    

    
      According to the Six Doors Authority’s past cases, killing a member of an Aristocratic Family usually did not mean a death sentence, at most exile.
    

    

    
      So, hiding was just a façade; secretly working with the Nine Nether Sect was the true purpose!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked again, “What time is it now?”
    

    

    
      “A… about, about a quarter of an hour left.”
    

    

    
      A quarter of an hour—about fifteen minutes.
    

    

    
      Time was running out.
    

    

    
      Just then, a sharp whistle came from outside. Even through an iron door, it could still be heard. The whistle was three long and one short, repeating over and over.
    

    

    
      Deng Wei trembled and said, “M-my lord… they… they’ve broken in…”
    

    

    
      Three long and one short meant enemies had broken through!
    

    

    
      This prison was located behind the Six Doors Authority’s headquarters. In the five hundred years since the founding of Great Jin, this was the first time such a whistle had been blown inside the prison.
    

    

    
      So fast!
    

    

    
      From the whistle, Chen Ming roughly judged the whistler’s position—it was right at the entrance to the second level. He had no idea how they had broken in.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the whistle cut off. The fate of the whistler could be imagined.
    

    

    
      From outside, Lei Chun and the others knocked on the door, their voices anxious, “My lord, something’s happening.”
    

    

    
      Such a situation—not only had they never experienced it, they had never even heard of it.
    

    

    
      The prison had been broken into. Could it be that the entire headquarters had already fallen?
    

    

    
      With so many experts in the Six Doors Authority, could they all have been slaughtered?
    

    
      No wonder they were panicking.
    

    

    
      “Don’t panic.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming opened the door, looking over the four in front of him. From their expressions, he could not spot any flaws. “Prepare to face the enemy.”
    

    

    
      Then, he turned his gaze to the Third Grade prisoner cowering in the corner. That man stayed silent, trying his best to lessen his presence, hoping nobody would notice him.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, his hopes were destined to fail.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming drew his sword, coldly saying, “Count yourself unlucky.”
    

    

    
      “My lord—”
    

    

    
      The Third Grade prisoner’s face changed drastically. Just as he was about to beg for mercy, his throat was slit with one stroke, and he died on the spot.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV75 enemy, gaining 300,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      In such a life-and-death moment, he could not care about much else. Naturally, he used every possible method to increase his strength.
    

    

    
      With killing intent on his face, he ordered, “You all go hold the front line first. I’ll slaughter all the prisoners here, to eliminate future trouble.”
    

    

    
      His subordinates, intimidated by his murderous aura, dared not disobey. They answered quickly and went to assist the wardens at the front.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV76 enemy, gaining 320,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV78 enemy, gaining 360,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【……】
    

    

    
      Chen Ming killed his way forward. Amid the curses of the Third Grade prisoners, he slew all nine of them.
    

    

    
      Pitiful—many of those Third Grade experts originally would not have had to die. But unfortunately, in this situation, they were all sacrificed to his blade.
    

    

    
      Of course, anyone locked inside the Six Doors Authority’s prison was certainly guilty beyond pardon. The Great Jin laws might not sentence them to death, but that did not mean they did not deserve it.
    

    

    
      After killing the last one, he saw his subordinates retreating alongside a group of wardens, step by step, until they reached his side.
    

    

    
      “My lord, two Third Grade experts—we are no match!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Dingce’s arm was injured, his face full of despair.
    

    

    
      The others fared no better. Against two Third Grade experts, they could not hold them back, and had no choice but to ask him for help.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the two men wearing Six Doors Authority uniforms also stopped, looking at Chen Ming with strange expressions. “You killed all the prisoners? Kid, you’re really ruthless!”
    

    

    
      Originally, their mission had been to release the prisoners here, to stir chaos. They never expected that by the time they arrived, every prisoner would already be dead.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked his subordinates, “Just these two?”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun answered, “We’ve only seen these two.”
    

    

    
      No, something was wrong.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan had said that the Nine Nether Sect had at least three First Grade experts. Even if one had hidden inside the prison earlier, where were the other two?
    

    

    
      Where had they gone?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the Six Doors Authority, Zhou Yilan, with a guard, arrived at Ruan Caihong’s pavilion.
    

    

    
      The guards recognized her and let her pass directly.
    

    

    
      Once inside, the “guard” straightened his posture and smiled. “It’s thanks to Junior Sister’s help that we could come here so smoothly.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan’s face remained cold. “I have done what you asked. I hope you will keep your promise and spare Lang.”
    

    

    
      The man leisurely said, “Junior Sister, you truly are devoted to your husband. But if Ruan Caihong turns into a demon cult monster that everyone wants to kill, do you think he’ll hate you?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan was both shocked and angry. “You… you dare… to slander him like this…”
    

    

    
      The man laughed. “My dear Junior Sister, you still don’t understand? The reason he is in this position today is all because of you!
    

    

    
      “You two were never from the same world, yet you insisted on marrying him. You not only ruined yourself, but also him. Back then, your talent was far above the three of us, yet all you cared about was love. Now we’ve left you far behind. If not for your neglect of training all these years, would you be where you are today?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan’s face grew paler. She trembled as she asked, “Where… where is Senior Brother?”
    

    

    
      “Guess?” The man looked at her expression, his eyes full of delight. “Speaking of which, Senior Brother’s life-bound treasure was found by you for him, wasn’t it? A rare treasure, the Mirage Pearl. With it, Senior Brother can change into countless forms. At this moment, he should have transformed into Ruan Caihong’s appearance and gone to kill Hong Yuze.”
    

    

    
      “You—”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan felt her limbs go cold, as if she had fallen into an ice pit.
    

    

    
      If Senior Brother, in front of everyone, turned into “Ruan Caihong” and killed Hong Yuze, then her husband could never clear his name.
    

    

    
      Murdering a First Grade Inspector of the Six Doors Authority—even the Ruan Family could not protect him.
    

    

    
      Moreover, her husband had already quarreled with the Ruan Family.
    

    

    
      After that, under heaven, there would be no place for him.
    

    

    
      The man suddenly shouted, “Zhou Yilan, have you forgotten? If not for Hong Yuze covering for that Zhu fellow, would Master have died with regrets? He is our enemy! You once swore to kill him one day to avenge Master—have you forgotten?”
    

    

    
      “Now Senior Brother is going to kill him, and you look like your father just died? If Master could see you like this in the Yellow Springs, he would die a second time from anger!”
    

    

    
      Hearing her dead father mentioned, Zhou Yilan screamed, “Stop it!”
    

    

    
      “Stop it—” Her composure completely collapsed. That cry seemed to drain all her strength, and she slumped against the wall, tears streaming down.
    

    

    
      At this time, the man finally found what he was looking for. Clutching it tightly, he looked at Zhou Yilan and said, “Junior Sister, do you know? All these years, I’ve hated you.
    

    

    
      “It was you who dragged the three of us into cultivating that demonic art, onto this path of no return. But ever since you met Ruan Caihong, you changed. You only wanted to fly away with him, leaving us behind.
    

    

    
      “Now, your husband has also become, like us, a demon cult monster hunted by all.
    

    

    
      “Junior Sister, don’t think you can abandon us and live a happy life alone. Hahahaha…”
    

    

    
      Looking at his manic laughter, Zhou Yilan painfully closed her eyes.
    

    

    
      She thought again of that stormy night when she had found the ancestral inheritance her father spoke of before his death, and within it, the Nine Nether Grand Art. Resolutely, she had dragged her three Senior Brothers along to cultivate it, stepping onto a path of no return.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Nine Nether Sect?”
    

    

    
      Hearing the name, Hong Yuze’s head throbbed. It meant enormous trouble. He truly did not want to get involved in something this dangerous.
    

    

    
      He was already in his eighties, only wanting to live out his last years peacefully. At ninety, he would resign, then return to his hometown to enjoy old age.
    

    

    
      He had no interest in meritorious deeds, nor in the Eternal Life Sect, nor in the Nine Nether Sect.
    

    

    
      But with Lord Zhong in seclusion, and his two ambitious colleagues off in Wanlei City’s Secret Realm searching for the chance to open a Divine Repository, he had no choice.
    

    

    
      And now, standing before him was a disciple of Heaven’s Path Alliance—he could not refuse. He could only brace himself and say, “The Six Doors Authority is full of experts. As long as we strengthen defenses, the Nine Nether Sect won’t dare attack.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, someone suddenly burst in—it was Ruan Caihong.
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze looked as if he had seen a savior. “Lord Ruan, you came just in time—”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong cut him off, “Lord Hong, something has happened!”
    

    

    
      “You know too?”
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze was surprised. Ruan Caihong was notorious for indifference, yet even he knew? Then it must be true.
    

    

    
      After several centuries, disciples of the Nine Nether Sect had resurfaced.
    

    

    
      He decided instantly, “This matter must be reported to Lord Zhong at once, and let him decide!”
    

    

    
      “Lord Hong, listen to me first.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong lunged forward, grabbing him.
    

    

    
      “Lord Ruan—”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Hong Yuze felt a chill in his chest. He had been ambushed!
    

    

    
      A short sword was already lodged in his chest.
    

    

    
      This turn of events was too sudden, beyond anyone’s expectations.
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      The three Inspectors of the Six Doors Authority each had their own grand hall for official business. The one where Hong Yuze worked was called Zeshi Hall. He enjoyed quietude, so aside from the two guards at the entrance, there was no one else inside.
    

    

    
      When Hong Yuze was ambushed, only Su Zhi Ning was at his side to witness it.
    

    

    
      Buzz!
    

    
      The longsword strapped behind Su Zhi Ning’s back flew out of its scabbard, landed firmly in her palm, and cleaved down toward Ruan Caihong’s head.
    

    

    
      Her reaction could not be called slow, and her strike could not be called hesitant.
    

    

    
      But Ruan Caihong did not dodge or evade. The sword, infused with her full strength, landed squarely on his forehead.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      Su Zhi Ning felt a massive recoil force surge from her blade. That strike had felt as if it had landed on something impossibly hard. This startled her greatly.
    

    

    
      After all, this sword was the embryo of a peerless divine weapon. Under her infusion of gang yuan, its sharpness was unmatched—capable of slicing through refined steel like tofu.
    

    

    
      Yet this man blocked it with flesh and blood alone.
    

    

    
      “You’re from the Nine Nether Sect?”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning retreated quickly. She had already realized this man practiced the Nine Nether Grand Art and cultivated it to such a high level that he had fused his life-bound artifact into his own body. His flesh now bore the qualities of that artifact, allowing him to take her full strike head-on.
    

    

    
      “Heaven’s Path Alliance?”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Ruan Caihong had completely subdued Hong Yuze. Turning his head toward Su Zhi Ning, a strange glimmer flashed in his eyes.
    

    

    
      The moment Su Zhi Ning met his gaze, she felt something wholly different from yesterday. Linking it with what he had just said, she immediately understood. “You are not Ruan Caihong!”
    

    

    
      “Ruan Caihong,” realizing he had slipped up, stopped speaking. He swung his wide sleeve.
    

    

    
      “Enemy attack!”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning gathered her strength and shouted loudly, her voice echoing far into the distance. The very next instant, a terrifying gang yuan surged toward her. Alarmed, she dodged swiftly.
    

    

    
      But that terrifying gang yuan clung to her like maggots on bone, chasing faster and faster.
    

    

    
      After several evasions, she grew more and more disheveled. Suddenly, her back took a direct palm strike, and the gang yuan within her body was sealed instantly. She collapsed onto the ground.
    

    

    
      A large hand pressed down on her crown. Ruan Caihong stepped out from behind her, a trace of smugness curling at his lips. “Enjoy your dream.”
    

    

    
      This disciple of the Heaven’s Path Alliance was too troublesome to kill outright. If she died, it might draw out the old monsters of the Heaven’s Path Alliance—something highly unfavorable to his grand plan.
    

    

    
      After that, Ruan Caihong headed toward the exit of the hall. The two guards still stood faithfully outside, as if they had heard nothing of Su Zhi Ning’s alarm.
    

    

    
      “The Six Doors Authority, nothing more than this!”
    

    

    
      After walking two steps, “Ruan Caihong” shimmered as if covered in drifting light. In the blink of an eye, he had transformed into Hong Yuze’s appearance.
    

    

    
      Next was Zhong Danyang.
    

    

    
      He flicked his sleeve leisurely and strolled toward the core location—the Demon Suppression Hall.
    

    

    
      That place had been left behind by the Demon Suppression Division of the previous dynasty. It was rumored a Secret Realm lay within, but ever since the division’s destruction five hundred years ago, the realm had never opened again.
    

    

    
      Because of this, the Six Doors Authority in Qingzhou City had long been suppressed by the Eight Righteous Gates.
    

    

    
      The Eight Righteous Gates controlled Secret Realms—and more than one.
    

    

    
      When “Hong Yuze” arrived at the Demon Suppression Hall, the guards barred his way. “Lord Hong, please halt. Lord Zhong is not inside the hall at the moment.”
    

    

    
      He said nothing, merely swept his gaze over them. A white light flickered in his pupils, and both guards instantly fell into a daze, stepping aside of their own accord.
    

    

    
      The great doors rumbled open.
    

    

    
      “Hong Yuze” strode into the hall, the doors closing shut behind him. Suddenly, an ancient dragon-head sculpture at the side of the hall lit up. Its vertical pupils shone with a dim light, casting upon his body.
    

    

    
      A wave of twisted light flashed over him, and he reverted into the form of an ordinary-looking middle-aged man. This was his true appearance.
    

    

    
      Fang Lue muttered to himself, “They say the Demon Suppression Hall can pierce through all illusions. Indeed formidable.”
    

    

    
      Even the Mirage Pearl illusions he created—capable of deceiving even Divine Repository experts—had been exposed beneath the Candle Dragon Eyes of this hall.
    

    

    
      Luckily, the Demon Suppression Division no longer existed. He thought with relief. Otherwise, with just his First Grade cultivation, trying to intrude here would be sheer lunacy.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Division of the old dynasty had been far stronger than today’s Six Doors Authority. That organization existed solely to suppress the Cult of Eternal Life. The cult’s three major branches were all eradicated by the division in alliance with the Heaven’s Path Alliance and other forces.
    

    

    
      Only then had the world enjoyed five centuries of peace.
    

    

    
      The Demon Suppression Hall now stood empty, occupied by Zhong Danyang. Without his summons, no one else could enter.
    

    

    
      With hands clasped behind his back, Fang Lue walked toward the rear of the hall.
    

    

    
      Before long, he reached a courtyard behind the hall. A colossal banyan tree grew there, its trunk requiring more than a dozen men to encircle. No one knew how many centuries it had stood.
    

    

    
      “This is it!”
    

    

    
      Fang Lue’s tone brimmed with fanaticism.
    

    

    
      Flipping his hand, he produced a black token and raised it high. Instantly, space quaked, and the immense banyan tree shuddered violently, though no wind stirred.
    

    

    
      “Who dares trespass here!”
    

    

    
      A furious voice rang out. A figure shot forth from within the hall, so fast it seemed to shrink the ground to inches.
    

    

    
      It was Zhong Danyang, interrupted from his seclusion by the spatial disturbance.
    

    

    
      The sight of the man beneath the banyan—and the black token in his hand—made his heart lurch violently.
    

    

    
      Facing the Divine Repository expert Zhong Danyang, Fang Lue, with only First Grade cultivation, revealed an eerie smile. Suddenly, the great banyan split open, forming a dark, yawning hole.
    

    

    
      A passage into who knew where.
    

    

    
      Zhong Danyang’s face lit up with wild joy—it was the entrance to the Secret Realm!
    

    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      In a flash, he darted inside, just a breath slower than Fang Lue, vanishing within.
    

    

    
      The banyan’s opening sealed itself shut, restoring everything to normal.
    

    

    
      The courtyard grew tranquil again, save for the rustling of leaves in the breeze.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Second floor of the prison.
    

    

    
      Zhang Dingce was filled with despair. Never had he imagined someone would storm the prison to stage a jailbreak in this era of peace.
    

    

    
      Nor could he fathom how these two had gotten inside.
    

    

    
      Though many of his colleagues had grown slack, how could they possibly allow two unfamiliar Third Grades to slip in unnoticed?
    

    

    
      What were those people even doing?
    

    

    
      Not just him—everyone present likely thought the same. They knew death awaited them here today.
    

    

    
      Their side had only one young Lord Gu. Though also Third Grade, his cultivation must still be shallow. Alone, how could he face two opponents?
    

    

    
      And aristocratic scions like him—how would they ever value the lives of common folk? If battle truly erupted, the aftermath alone might kill them all.
    

    

    
      Amid such dread, the two intruders struck. The pair worked seamlessly, one with a saber, the other with a sword. Their gang yuan was dense and powerful, aimed naturally at the sole Third Grade present.
    

    

    
      As long as that lone threat was removed, no one else in the prison could stop them.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    
      The narrow passage left Chen Ming no room to evade. He was forced to meet the strike head-on, only to feel an indescribable force crash into him, sending him flying.
    

    

    
      “A divine weapon!”
    

    

    
      The swordsman glanced at his treasured blade, now marred with a grain-sized chip, and greed flashed in his eyes. He shouted, “Junior brother, this divine weapon is mine!”
    

    

    
      He then pursued Chen Ming frantically, fearful his companion might seize it first.
    

    

    
      His saber-wielding junior brother curled his lip in annoyance. “I don’t even use a sword. How could I snatch yours?”
    

    

    
      He slowed his pace. From the earlier exchange, he had already seen the young man’s strength was nothing impressive, far beneath his senior. His senior could handle this alone.
    

    

    
      So he said, “This one’s yours. I’ll find Martial Uncle first.”
    

    

    
      “Thanks, junior brother! Next time I’ll get you a fine saber.”
    

    

    
      The swordsman laughed loudly, his long blade slashing at Chen Ming like a torrential storm.
    

    

    
      Soon, only the two of them remained in the passage.
    

    

    
      The other underlings and jailers had long scattered, terrified of being swept up in the fight.
    

    

    
      “Brat, hand over your divine weapon, and I’ll grant you a swift death.”
    

    

    
      The swordsman avoided clashing directly with Chen Ming’s blade, unwilling to damage it further. Yet this also left him unable to finish Chen Ming quickly. He roared furiously.
    

    

    
      But then Chen Ming suddenly shouted, “Catch!”
    

    

    
      And actually tossed the divine weapon toward him.
    

    

    
      What a coward!
    

    

    
      Indeed, master had said these aristocratic youths were nothing but cowards.
    

    

    
      The man’s heart soared with glee as the weapon flew into his grasp. He already imagined refining it into his life-bound artifact, raising his cultivation drastically, perhaps rivaling his Martial Uncle—unmatched among peers.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a blade-drawing sound rang out.
    

    

    
      Ah yes, that brat still had another sword.
    

    

    
      From the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a blazing sword light surging toward him. It burned like fire, dazzling as the sun. It devoured his vision, his mind, his very soul.
    

    

    
      An instant later, the flames consumed him. He perished before even turning a thought.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV73 enemy. Gained 260,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      This was Chen Ming’s first time using the Controlling Artifact Art to command the Phoenix Cry Sword, instantly slaying a Third Grade.
    

    

    
      He could have killed the man directly in a head-on fight. But out of caution, he employed trickery instead.
    

    

    
      It had already become his instinct in battle.
    

    

    
      Moreover, to avoid exposing the secret of the Phoenix Cry Sword before others of the Six Doors Authority, he had waited until all had fled before striking.
    

    

    
      After piercing the man’s heart, the Phoenix Cry Sword flickered faintly with purple light. Within moments, Chen Ming was able to view the man’s memories through this peerless divine weapon.
    

    

    
      “As Zhou Yilan said, their superiors are three masters, all First Grade. They have over a dozen disciples, three of them at Third Grade…”
    

    

    
      He combed through the memories, seeking useful information.
    

    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    

    
      “So that was their plan… the strongest grandmaster would target Hong Yuze…”
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      Chapter 218: A Sudden Idea
    

    

    
      “Those other two’s life-bound artifacts… even this person doesn’t know. They’ve hidden it deep enough.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming searched through this man’s memories, yet found no information about his master and martial uncle’s life-bound artifacts. Clearly, this man didn’t know either.
    

    

    
      However, since the eldest brother’s was the Mirage Pearl, the other two’s life-bound artifacts could hardly be ordinary.
    

    

    
      The Nine Nether Grand Art was indeed a mystical cultivation method—the stronger the life-bound artifact, the stronger the cultivator’s power. If one used a peerless divine weapon as their life-bound artifact, once they reached First Grade, it was hard to imagine just how terrifying their strength would become.
    

    

    
      “According to their plan, one goes to intercept Hong Yuze. The other heads into the prison to meet up with that First Grade who infiltrated earlier. Together, they’ll open the third level and take out that Demonic Sword.”
    

    

    
      From this man’s memories, Chen Ming had pieced together the entire cause and effect.
    

    

    
      It turned out that yesterday they had found Ruan Caihong drunk, so they struck decisively, capturing both Ruan Caihong and Zhou Yilan, forcing out the location of the keys.
    

    

    
      That was why they acted in advance.
    

    

    
      And that was why Zhou Yilan had been unable to warn him.
    

    

    
      The two Third Grades’ masters had gone to fetch the keys.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought, “If I go out now, I’ll likely run into that First Grade fetching the keys…”
    

    

    
      To tell the truth, the Nine Nether Sect trying to seize the Demonic Sword suppressed on the third floor had nothing to do with him. He wasn’t part of the Six Doors Authority. He was only wearing this disguise to hide in prison and grind some experience points.
    

    

    
      Who would have expected such a coincidence, dragging him into this mess?
    

    

    
      He had originally thought that as long as he informed Su Zhi Ning and let her contact the Six Doors Authority, they could easily wipe out these Nine Nether Sect members.
    

    

    
      In the end, the Six Doors proved utterly useless—just two First Grades and two Third Grades had slaughtered their way into headquarters, leaving rivers of blood.
    

    

    
      And now he was stuck in the middle of danger.
    

    

    
      To face two First Grades of the Nine Nether Sect, both carrying life-bound artifacts—he really had no confidence at all.
    

    

    
      What to do?
    

    
      Chen Ming’s mind raced furiously. Suddenly, he looked at the corpse on the ground, and a bold idea flashed into his mind…
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After successfully obtaining the key, Zhou You led Zhou Yilan toward the prison. The two of them carried the token given by Ruan Caihong, and although the guards at the prison gate felt something was strange, they still allowed them in.
    

    

    
      The Great Jin Dynasty had enjoyed peace for a long time, and the Six Doors Authority was riddled with irregularities that everyone was used to.
    

    

    
      By rule, outsiders were not allowed into the prison. But since they carried the warden’s token, if the guards refused entry, they’d only suffer retaliation later.
    

    

    
      The two entered the prison, and soon, the heavy doors closed again.
    

    

    
      Zhou You, dressed as a guard, walked at the front, while Zhou Yilan followed like a walking corpse.
    

    

    
      Through the long, dark passage, they occasionally saw corpses lying on the ground.
    

    

    
      Zhou You’s two disciples had acted quickly, slaughtering all the jailers here without alerting the guards outside.
    

    

    
      Those guards could never have imagined that the two captains of the Six Doors, carrying the warden’s token, were actually members of the Cult of Eternal Life. Once inside, they would suddenly strike and massacre all the jailers.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan suddenly asked faintly, “Where is Eldest Senior Brother? Why has he not come? With his strength, killing Hong Yuze would be as easy as flipping his hand.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You said, “Eldest Senior Brother is keeping Zhong Danyang occupied outside. He cannot be allowed to sense anything amiss.”
    

    

    
      But Zhou Yilan knew he was lying.
    

    

    
      In the past, the three senior brothers might have been inseparable, but as their cultivation grew and they reached First Grade, they were no longer the same hot-blooded youths.
    

    

    
      That Demonic Sword being suppressed here was one of the Nine Nether Sect’s three great Demonic Artifacts. Whoever obtained it would be the future Demon Venerable.
    

    

    
      Would Eldest Senior Brother really hand over such a supreme treasure to his two juniors?
    

    
      Perhaps in the past, but the Eldest Senior Brother now was not the same man as before.
    

    

    
      “What is Eldest Senior Brother truly plotting?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan pondered for a long time, but still could not figure it out.
    

    

    
      Since she had married Ruan Caihong, she had had little contact with her three senior brothers. Back then, to avenge her father, they had annihilated several enemy clans, ending up on the Six Doors’ wanted list.
    

    

    
      Over the past decade, she knew little of their affairs. When they found her again years later, she realized all three had changed.
    

    

    
      Their eyes, like many martial artists, now burned with ambition for the peak of martial arts, and with ruthless cruelty, willing to do anything to achieve their goals.
    

    

    
      Soon, under Zhou You’s lead, she reached the second floor.
    

    

    
      Not far in, they saw a man hacking at a corpse with his sword.
    

    

    
      Zhou You shouted, “Xiao Qi, what are you doing?”
    

    

    
      The man turned. He was around thirty, his face still twisted with ferocity. After bowing, he said, “Master, this disciple was careless and got injured by this brat. It made me furious, so I hacked him up…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan had never seen this man and did not know when Second Senior Brother had taken him as a disciple.
    

    

    
      Zhou You scolded, “Time is short. Don’t waste effort on unnecessary things.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Qi quickly bowed his head, admitting, “Disciple knows his mistake.”
    

    

    
      “Where is Xiao Jiu?”
    

    

    
      “He went ahead to find Martial Uncle.”
    

    

    
      “Lead the way.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      That so-called Xiao Qi led the way.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Zhou Yilan noticed the two swords hanging at Xiao Qi’s waist. Her eyes narrowed—she recognized them. They were Gu Xianyu’s swords.
    

    

    
      And one of them was the Demonic Sword filled with terrifying demonic qi.
    

    

    
      Could it be… that the corpse was actually Gu Xianyu?
    

    

    
      Instinctively, she glanced at the body on the ground.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      That was not Gu Xianyu’s corpse!
    

    
      In an instant, countless thoughts flashed in her mind. She lifted her gaze toward “Xiao Qi,” a faint realization dawning.
    

    

    
      Gu Xianyu wielded a Demonic Sword. Though only a Third Grade, if he unleashed the sword’s power, he could fight against a First Grade.
    

    

    
      How could he be killed so easily?
    

    

    
      Yet Zhou Yilan still felt doubtful. “Strange… why can’t I sense the demonic qi of that sword anymore?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Before long, they passed through another gate into a new area.
    

    

    
      This place was even more sinister. The walls were built of Xuan-gold stone, impossibly hard—even a First Grade expert could hardly pierce it.
    

    

    
      The prison bars were made of Black Yuan Iron, ten times harder than normal steel, each bar as thick as a grown man’s arm. Even a First Grade’s qi force would take much effort to break them.
    

    

    
      This was specifically for imprisoning First and Second Grades.
    

    

    
      They saw Xiao Jiu hacking wildly at a cell door with his saber, sparks flying.
    

    

    
      Zhou You’s forehead bulged with veins. He barked, “Xiao Jiu, what are you doing?”
    

    

    
      These two disciples were too troublesome—first one, now the other losing control.
    

    

    
      “Master!”
    

    

    
      Xiao Jiu turned, angered face lighting up in relief. “Finally, you’ve come! The jailers locked themselves inside the cell. The doors are too strong, disciple couldn’t break them. The keys are with the jailers…”
    

    

    
      He quickly explained.
    

    

    
      Zhou You glanced at the cell but saw no one. From the breathing, they must have hidden in the corner near the wall.
    

    

    
      These rats were cunning indeed.
    

    

    
      Zhou You said, “Don’t waste time here. Forget them. We need to find your Martial Uncle.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Jiu had wanted to suggest using his Senior Brother’s newly obtained divine weapon, but with those words, he dared not argue. “Yes.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, “Xiao Qi” spoke, “Master, disciple will stay here and guard, lest they escape and send word.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You cast him an approving look. “Good.”
    

    

    
      He then led his junior sister and disciple deeper inside.
    

    

    
      This section was for Second Grades. The First Grade cells were at the deepest part.
    

    

    
      Once Zhou You and the others had left, “Xiao Qi” stood before the door and said coldly, “Throw out the keys to the three cells, and I’ll spare your lives.”
    

    

    
      No response came.
    

    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    

    
      He snorted, and the Phoenix Cry Sword slid from its scabbard, slipping into the food slot. “Three breaths to decide. Three… two—”
    

    

    
      “Wait!”
    

    

    
      “Spare us!”
    

    

    
      “Here are the keys…”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Moments later, the Phoenix Cry Sword floated back out, carrying three keys.
    

    

    
      Xiao Qi—no, Chen Ming—pocketed the keys and strode toward the nearest cell holding a Second Grade prisoner.
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, inspiration had struck him. He had thought of a brilliant method: use Disguise Technique to take on the form of this so-called Xiao Qi, swap clothes, and trick everyone.
    

    

    
      Risky, yes—but he had no choice but to gamble.
    

    

    
      And he had won.
    

    

    
      Zhou You had not noticed a thing. Zhou Yilan, however, had given him a few strange looks—she might have guessed something.
    

    

    
      That woman had sharp eyes. She had noticed the problem with the Phoenix Cry Sword. It wasn’t surprising she might see through him.
    

    

    
      For now, though, she seemed coerced and had not exposed him, meaning they were still on the same boat.
    

    

    
      “No matter what, let’s grab some experience first.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming unlocked the cell door and peered inside.
    

    

    
      There, a white-haired old man hung in midair, shackled by five thick chains, arms stretched in a great cross.
    

    

    
      This prisoner was a gang leader. The files stated he had colluded with pirates, abducted many boys and girls, and sold them off. He had committed heinous crimes and deserved death.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took out the key and pushed open the massive door.
    

    

    
      The old man’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “Are you here to break the prison? Free me, and I’ll aid you!”
    

    

    
      Clearly, he had heard the chaos outside and guessed what was happening.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said nothing. He simply drew the Phoenix Cry Sword.
    

    

    
      Shhh!
    

    

    
      The sword pierced the old man’s heart. His face froze with shock and disbelief. Even as he died, he could not understand—why had this man killed him?
    

    

    
      Why?!
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV82 enemy, gained 1,000,000 experience points.】
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      One million!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a little surprised. This number exceeded his expectations somewhat. There were three Second Grade martial artists here, all of them deserving death. Killing them all would be three million points.
    

    

    
      His experience points would be able to surpass six million, and it would not be far from ten million.
    

    

    
      “This prison warden post really is a good job!”
    

    

    
      His heart was filled with joy. Normally, if he wanted to kill a Second Grade martial artist, it was not that easy. He would have to use the power of the “Phoenix Cry Sword,” and it might even draw in terrifying enemies.
    

    

    
      But in prison, these Second Grade martial artists were restrained by Dragon-Locking Needles, and bound by five iron chains. Killing them was easy, and he felt no psychological burden. More importantly, there was no need to worry about provoking their sects or allies.
    

    

    
      These people died in the Six Doors Authority prison. If others wanted revenge, they would target the Six Doors Authority.
    

    

    
      With a wave of his hand, Chen Ming recalled the “Phoenix Cry Sword.” At once, he felt it transmit a thought, as if asking him whether he wanted to look at this person’s memory.
    

    

    
      “Save it for later.”
    

    

    
      He soothed the sword’s emotions, but suddenly thought: if Deng Ziyang were here, he could have used the 《Nine Nether Grand Art》 to devour this flesh and blood, avoiding waste—
    

    

    
      Uh—
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, he shook his head vigorously. No, that idea was too sinister. If he continued like this, he would truly become a great demon.
    

    

    
      “All the fault lies with the Cult of Eternal Life. Their cultivation methods are far too evil—either seizing others’ flesh and cultivation, or stealing others’ primordial spirits.”
    

    

    
      This was what Chen Ming thought.
    

    

    
      Only the Nine Nether Sect was a bit more normal—they merely cultivated life-bound artifacts.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Chen Ming went to the two adjoining cells and killed the other two Second Grade prisoners as well.
    

    

    
      One was surnamed Lü, once an offering of a certain aristocratic family. He had colluded with a great bandit and plundered that family completely, not even sparing the household servants, slaughtering more than a thousand people.
    

    

    
      The other was surnamed Shi, a traitor of the Six Doors Authority. In order to frame a sect, he went mad and attacked more than ten caravans. In the end, when he targeted another caravan, it just so happened that an expert from the Eight Righteous Gates was present, and only then was his scheme exposed.
    

    

    
      In short, anyone imprisoned here had at least hundreds of lives on their hands.
    

    

    
      In fact, by the time one reached the Second Grade, unless their crimes were heinous and their influence severe, the Six Doors Authority would never casually throw them into prison.
    

    

    
      Especially in a place like Xiazhou—what Second Grade martial artist didn’t have fellow disciples or a circle of close friends?
    

    

    
      At that level, it was essentially a game between factions.
    

    

    
      A lone wanderer like Chen Ming was extremely rare.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an enemy of LV81, gaining 950,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      【You have slain an enemy of LV85, gaining 1,150,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      After killing these two, Chen Ming opened his panel for a look.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 6,729,875】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Arts: 《Iron Horse Stance》(Fifth Level, Perfected), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》(Seventh Level, 242456/10000000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》(Mastery), 《Eight Trigrams Saber Technique》(Mastery), 《Zhuang’s Flying Knife》(Mastery), 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》(Mastery), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》(Mastery), 《Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens》(Fourth Level, 3908/400000), 《Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan》(Second Level, 35734/2000000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Art》(Mastery), 《Nurturing Artifact Art》(First Level, 1/100000), 《Controlling Artifact Art》(Fourth Level, 1/400000)】
    

    

    
      “Six point seven million already!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s emotions surged. This trip had really been worthwhile. Otherwise, how could he have accumulated such a vast sum of experience points in such a short time?
    

    

    
      “Four more Second Grade kills should be enough.”
    

    

    
      This thought flashed in his mind. He shut the prison doors again and returned to the first cell door.
    

    

    
      Sensing slightly, he discovered that two people were missing inside. Clearly, while he had gone to kill in the other cells, they had secretly slipped away.
    

    

    
      Those two were Lei Chun and Deng Wei.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming inwardly praised them, “Smart enough.”
    

    

    
      Those two escaping to deliver the news should indeed bring reinforcements.
    

    
      Afterward, he simply guarded the doorway, acting as though nothing had happened, waiting for support to arrive.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After the time of half a tea’s brew, no reinforcements appeared, but that junior disciple who wielded a saber, Xiao Jiu, came over. “Senior Brother, come quickly.”
    

    

    
      “But what about these people?”
    

    

    
      “Master said don’t bother with them.” Xiao Jiu saw he was still unmoved, and urged anxiously, “Hurry up, don’t keep Master and Martial Uncle waiting. The third layer is about to open.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only brace himself and follow. Quietly, he asked, “Will the third layer be dangerous? We’ll have to follow them inside, right?”
    

    

    
      Xiao Jiu replied, “With Master and Martial Uncle there, how could it be dangerous? Hurry.”
    

    

    
      Following him, Chen Ming passed through another heavy gate and entered the area where First Grade experts were imprisoned. The moment he stepped in, he felt a stabbing pain.
    

    

    
      Xiao Jiu reminded, “Senior Brother, don’t use Gang Yuan. Master said this place lies over a magnetite vein that suppresses martial artists’ Gang Yuan. If you use it here, it might run out of control.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming responded solemnly, thinking, this, I know better than you.
    

    

    
      For a place that could imprison First Grade experts, naturally it had special properties. After all, a First Grade expert’s Gang Yuan fused with their primordial spirit, possessing countless incredible traits, which even Dragon-Locking Needles could not completely restrain.
    

    

    
      Only a place like this could truly confine a First Grade martial artist.
    

    

    
      Very soon, Chen Ming heard an aged voice: “Many thanks, sir, for helping this old man escape. I cannot repay such great kindness.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You replied, “No need to be polite, elder. I also came to rescue my junior brother. Saving you is only in passing. Before they notice, elder, you should hurry away.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately realized they had released another First Grade expert. He felt a pang of regret. “Couldn’t kill this First Grade after all. What a pity. I wonder how much experience killing a First Grade would give?”
    

    

    
      “Then farewell.”
    

    

    
      He saw a disheveled old man in prison garb walk out of a cell. With a flash of movement, he leapt over Chen Ming’s head and vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      This man was tactful enough not to ask why Zhou You and the others didn’t leave together.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming also saw Zhou You’s junior brother Fang Yong, who was about thirty years old, still quite young.
    

    

    
      The Cult of Eternal Life’s cultivation arts were all like this—progress astonishingly fast. Even with mediocre talent, one could rival or surpass so-called geniuses.
    

    

    
      Thus, few could resist their recruitment. The less talented, the more impoverished, the more eager they were to join and gain power.
    

    

    
      At this time, Zhou You instructed, “Xiao Qi, Xiao Jiu, go shut the passage door.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming and Xiao Jiu turned back and shut that heavy gate together.
    

    

    
      Without a key, breaking this door would be no simple task.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming found it strange. Didn’t this cut off their retreat? When they obtained that Demonic Sword, how would they get out?
    

    

    
      Unless… the third layer had another exit?
    

    
      He muttered inwardly as he followed Xiao Jiu further in. At the end of the path, he saw Zhou You, Fang Yong, and Zhou Yilan standing before a wall.
    

    

    
      On the wall was a door—but not real, only painted.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming had first come here, he had asked his subordinates why a door was painted on this wall.
    

    

    
      All five subordinates had said they didn’t know. Only that the painting had been there since long ago.
    

    

    
      Now, Zhou You stood before it, holding a brush, looking solemn, as though preparing something.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sensed that the brush exuded an extraordinary ripple.
    

    

    
      “Could that be the key to opening the third layer?”
    

    

    
      He guessed inwardly. Soon, the brush began to glow faintly.
    

    

    
      Zhou You finally moved. Holding the brush, he wrote a stroke in the void. He wrote very slowly, as though the brush weighed a thousand pounds.
    

    

    
      After one horizontal stroke, he exhaled heavily, as if it had consumed much of him.
    

    

    
      Pausing, he wrote the second stroke…
    

    

    
      Soon, the word “Open” was written.
    

    

    
      When the final stroke was finished, the painted door on the wall glowed and slowly opened.
    

    

    
      The door… became real!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared in shock. Suddenly, he thought of Xia Mudan’s mention of a “Secret Realm.” Could this too be a Secret Realm?
    

    

    
      As he pondered, Xiao Jiu beside him could not hold back his excitement. “Master, this… this is a Secret Realm, right?”
    

    

    
      Still in prison clothes, Fang Yong said calmly, “This is a Secret Realm, and yet not a Secret Realm.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      Xiao Jiu was baffled.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong explained, “Inside is like a Secret Realm, an independent space. But it has not yet fully formed into its own world. Naturally, it cannot produce rare treasures.”
    

    

    
      He sighed. “Perhaps in tens of thousands, or hundreds of thousands of years, this small space will become a true Secret Realm.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You had also caught his breath. Stowing away the brush, he said, “Xiao Qi, Xiao Jiu, you two go first.”
    

    

    
      At that, Chen Ming’s lips twitched.
    

    

    
      Good heavens, the Nine Nether Sect truly followed demonic ways—sending disciples to scout ahead.
    

    

    
      Other sects would at least put on a show. Normally, masters would shield their disciples.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Jiu already moved, clearly accustomed to this.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could only follow, thinking that life in a demonic sect was truly difficult. He stepped inside alongside Xiao Jiu.
    

    

    
      The instant he entered, he felt a strange sensation, as if stepping from an oasis into a desert. A parched dryness engulfed him.
    

    

    
      It was like a fish leaving water—extremely uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      “As expected, the environment is different from the human world.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly understood. This space had no “spiritual energy.” He could no longer draw energy from heaven and earth to replenish his Gang Yuan.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but think of that Fire Element space beneath the Sea-Calming King’s Mansion, where wild fire energy raged. But here, it was the opposite—there was no energy at all.
    

    

    
      “Imprisoned in a place like this, even a Demonic Artifact would be rendered useless, wouldn’t it?”
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      Chen Ming’s right shoulder was injured. It was a wound he had inflicted on himself—a piercing wound straight through.
    

    

    
      Originally, he thought this would give him an excuse not to make a move. After all, he had only exchanged a few blows with this Liang Qi, at most he could imitate those few moves he had seen. Once he truly fought, his cover would be blown in an instant.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, Liang Qi’s master, Zhou You, was so ruthless that he still sent him in to scout the way. Zhou must have noticed that his injuries were not as severe as they appeared.
    

    

    
      It was evident that within the Demonic Sect, there truly was not much affection between master and disciple.
    

    

    
      He followed half a step behind his junior brother Qian Jiu, gripping the hilt of the “Po Jun Sword” while warily surveying the surroundings.
    

    

    
      Such a strange place.
    

    

    
      The ground, the sky, the surrounding trees, and the manor ahead all gave off an eerie feeling, as though the entire world lacked color. There were only outlines and the blurred shadows of ink wash.
    

    

    
      It was as if this entire world was nothing but a black-and-white landscape painting.
    

    

    
      Everything here felt chillingly unsettling.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a sense of danger welled up within Chen Ming. It came from behind. He shifted sideways, and already, a pitch-black sword tip had pierced past his chest.
    

    

    
      That sword, too, was black-and-white, and when stained with bright red blood, it appeared terrifyingly strange!
    

    

    
      “Senior brother!”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu shouted angrily as he swung his saber toward the shadow that had attacked his senior brother.
    

    

    
      The shadow kicked out, sending Chen Ming flying. He rolled several times before lying motionless on the ground.
    

    

    
      The shadow then blocked Qian Jiu’s saber and knocked him back as well.
    

    

    
      “What tremendous strength!”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu was horrified, his hands numb from the shock. His opponent’s strength was beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he finally saw the shadow clearly. Like the environment here, it looked as though it had been painted into existence, clad in a guard’s uniform. The ink-stroked eyes were startlingly vivid, radiating fierce killing intent.
    

    

    
      “Those who trespass into the manor shall die!”
    

    

    
      With that, it lunged at Qian Jiu again, moving as fast as a ghost.
    

    

    
      Within just a few moves, Qian Jiu was already flustered and in grave danger. His heart was filled with terror. This thing’s strength was nearly on par with a Second Grade expert.
    

    

    
      Was it human or ghost?
    

    

    
      Just as Qian Jiu was about to flee, a flash of sword light appeared. That ghostly figure was cleaved in half. Its body collapsed, but no blood spilled out. Instead, it instantly dissolved into two wisps of black mist and vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      Shaken, Qian Jiu turned around and gratefully said, “Thank you, Master, for saving me.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You studied the strange world around him with a solemn expression. “This world is indeed different from the human realm.”
    

    

    
      Fang Yong, who had entered with him, also spoke, “The laws of heaven and earth here are bizarre. That creature just now—neither human nor ghost—must have been a native lifeform of this realm. Truly strange.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan had also entered. She remained silent, her gaze lingering briefly on the fallen “Liang Qi” before she looked away.
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu suddenly remembered his ambushed senior brother. He quickly reported, “Senior brother was struck in a sneak attack and gravely injured. I fear…” His voice carried a trace of sorrow.
    

    

    
      Zhou You looked toward Zhou Yilan. “Little junior sister, I must trouble you to heal him. After all, he is still your martial nephew. You wouldn’t just let him die here, would you?”
    

    

    
      Expressionless, Zhou Yilan still said nothing. She walked over to Liang Qi, placed her hand on his chest, and immediately discovered the severity of his wound. His lung had been pierced—an absolute vital spot. Even with Third Grade cultivation, without treatment, he would be in mortal danger.
    

    

    
      She was secretly shocked. This person had struck himself so ruthlessly. That sword had nearly ended his life outright.
    

    

    
      White light flared in her hand, and the bleeding stopped instantly.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan withdrew her hand and said coldly, “Rest for ten days to half a month, and you will recover. During this time, you must not fight.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You asked, “Why not finish the treatment, little junior sister, and heal him completely?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan turned her face away.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong smoothed things over. “This Secret Realm provides no way to replenish vital energy. We do not yet know what dangers lie ahead. Naturally, one must conserve some strength.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You let the matter drop and ordered Qian Jiu, “Carry him on your back and follow me.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu carried his pale, weakened senior brother and stuck close to their master.
    

    

    
      This ghostly place had already revealed a creature comparable to a Second Grade. The deeper they went, the more perilous it would be. Only by sticking with his master could there be any chance of survival.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      After observing for a while, Zhou You said, “That manor should be the core of this Secret Realm. The demonic sword must be sealed within. Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Fang Yong agreed without objection. Taking the rear, he kept a wary eye out while speaking, “Little junior sister, I’ve missed you all these years. Though Eldest and Second Senior Brother don’t say it, I know they too hold you dearly in their hearts…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan replied softly, “So, you had to bring ruin upon my household? Force me into enmity with my husband?”
    

    

    
      At the front, Zhou You instantly flared with anger. “We are your true family! I never should have let you marry that Ruan fellow. Otherwise, how could it have come to this?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan’s voice was bitter. “If you truly considered me family, you would not have done such things to my husband, destroying everything he had.”
    

    

    
      “Why? In your heart, does Ruan Caihong mean more than the three senior brothers who depended on each other with you? What is so good about that promiscuous playboy?”
    

    

    
      “You and he are both dear to me. Both sides of the hand are flesh…”
    

    

    
      “But it’s not the same. In your heart, that Ruan matters more than us three brothers, doesn’t he? I regret not killing him back then…”
    

    

    
      Carried on Qian Jiu’s back, Chen Ming nearly laughed aloud. Of all times, here they were, in such a place, still quarreling over love and relationships.
    

    

    
      They were First and Second Grade experts, yet so childish.
    

    

    
      Such was the problem with those who cultivated demonic arts—their progress was too rapid, their temperament left unpolished.
    

    

    
      “So Zhou Yilan’s life-bound artifact is related to healing. Back then, her role must have been a healer. This restorative power is different from wood element. I wonder what object it stems from.”
    

    

    
      “Zhou You’s sword qi earlier was terrifying. His life-bound artifact is likely a divine weapon. Extremely dangerous.”
    

    

    
      “As for Fang Yong’s life-bound artifact, I have no idea yet.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, pain wracked his wound, nearly suffocating him. Qian Jiu had leapt up too abruptly, jolting him.
    

    

    
      By then, they had entered the manor.
    

    

    
      Suddenly sensing something, Chen Ming raised his head. Atop the tallest building of the manor was a sword. It appeared to be an ordinary steel sword, but it stood in stark contrast to the ink-painted buildings.
    

    

    
      It was a real sword. The dark-brown hilt and red tassel made clear it did not belong to this world.
    

    

    
      Zhou You’s eyes lit up. “There!”
    

    

    
      Fang Yong muttered, “The demonic sword left behind by the Ten Thousand Swords Demon Venerable!”
    

    

    
      “Who dares trespass into my Sovereign Manor?”
    

    

    
      A dozen figures leapt out from the manor, roaring fiercely as they rushed forward, killing intent surging.
    

    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    

    
      Zhou You waved his hand, and sword intent shot forth, striking those ink-painted figures. His unstoppable sword intent pierced them through. Their corpses dissolved into black mist, vanishing into the air.
    

    

    
      “What terrifying sword intent!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was secretly shocked. This man was likely even stronger than that “senior brother” of the Blood Demon Sect they had encountered in the Fire Element Cave Mansion.
    

    

    
      “How dare you!”
    

    

    
      A thunderous voice shook the air.
    

    

    
      A tall, middle-aged man in brocade robes appeared. The lines outlining him were sharper and clearer than the others, distinctly different from the ink-painted figures.
    

    

    
      The BOSS had arrived!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s spirit stirred.
    

    

    
      To him, this so-called Secret Realm was like a dungeon. The earlier encounters were just small mobs. Now this man was the boss.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, killing those mobs hadn’t dropped any loot.
    

    

    
      It seemed this wasn’t truly a game dungeon.
    

    

    
      What intrigued him was whether killing creatures here would yield experience points.
    

    

    
      But now, gravely injured, he couldn’t test it.
    

    

    
      He said to Qian Jiu, “Little Jiu, put me down.”
    

    

    
      “But your wound—”
    

    

    
      “Cough, cough… I can still walk. Don’t let me drag you down.”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu hesitated, then set him down.
    

    

    
      The two watched as Zhou You clashed with the middle-aged man in midair.
    

    

    
      This world seemed devoid of qi. Cultivation here was in the body—if it could be cultivated. That man’s physical strength was overwhelming, his speed ghostly. His combat power was equal to a First Grade.
    

    

    
      For a while, Zhou You could not defeat him.
    

    

    
      After a dozen exchanges, Zhou You finally unleashed his life-bound artifact—a black sword that seemed to belong to this painted world.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw it and immediately thought, “Not a peerless divine weapon.”
    

    

    
      Still, with that sword, the middle-aged man was wounded.
    

    

    
      “Strong intruders! Aid me!”
    

    

    
      The man’s roar summoned more figures from the manor.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong’s expression hardened. “Junior sister, be careful.” He rushed at the three fastest figures and was soon locked in combat.
    

    

    
      Expressionless, Zhou Yilan drew her short sword.
    

    

    
      “Three elite mobs!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly judged. The three figures fighting Fang Yong had First Grade strength, but weaker than the boss—meaning their health must be much lower.
    

    

    
      The rest were small mobs.
    

    

    
      He bitterly smiled. To First Grade experts, they were mere mobs. But to him, they were a terrifying threat. Each of these mobs had the strength of a Second Grade, though still inferior to true ones.
    

    

    
      What to do?
    

    

    
      As one mob lunged at him, Chen Ming gripped the “Po Jun Sword.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You and Fang Yong were too occupied to help. Qian Jiu, too, was struggling.
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming prepared to act, a flash of light pierced through the mob before him.
    

    

    
      He turned his head and saw Zhou Yilan retract her short sword. Their eyes met, and he immediately understood. This woman had indeed already seen through his disguise.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming steadied his heart. With her aid, at least for now, he needn’t worry about his identity being exposed.
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      “Martial Uncle, save me!”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu was utterly powerless against a Second Grade opponent. In just a few moves, he was already in grave danger and immediately cried out for help.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Yilan had not fought for a long time. Fending off the enemies surrounding her while also protecting Chen Ming left her no room to assist him.
    

    

    
      Just as Qian Jiu was about to fall at the hands of his opponent, a sword qi descended from the sky, slaying the enemy.
    

    

    
      “Th-Thank you, Master...” Qian Jiu had just taken a trip to the gates of Hell, and his legs turned to jelly.
    

    

    
      In critical moments, he still had to rely on his master!
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chen Ming also witnessed Fang Yong’s strength. He wielded a sword, rarely using Gang Yuan, yet still fought three enemies at once with ease using only swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      “This man’s swordsmanship...”
    

    

    
      The more he watched, the more shocked he became. From his perspective, Fang Yong’s swordsmanship had not yet reached perfection, but somehow he always predicted his opponents' moves.
    

    

    
      It was like watching Linghu Chong from The Smiling, Proud Wanderer, who focused solely on exploiting his opponents' weaknesses with the Nine Swords of Dugu. He forced his enemies into complete disarray.
    

    

    
      Zhou You said, “Junior Brother, stop playing around. End those three quickly.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Fang Yong replied and suddenly changed his sword style. The longsword in his hand flew from his grasp, pierced one of them, and “killed” him.
    

    

    
      Then, the longsword turned mid-air and struck at the remaining two.
    

    

    
      In no time, the other two were swiftly and cleanly finished off.
    

    

    
      “Amazing!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched solemnly. Ever since he had mastered the Swallow Returns Sword Technique, this was the first time he had seen someone whose swordsmanship surpassed his own.
    

    

    
      Just now, Fang Yong had neither used Gang Yuan nor Sword Intent. He had relied purely on sword moves—strange and unpredictable. Even Chen Ming couldn’t fully comprehend them.
    

    

    
      If he had to face Fang Yong, he truly didn’t feel confident.
    

    

    
      After eliminating the three enemies, Fang Yong then slaughtered all the “minions” attacking Zhou Yilan and the others.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Chen Ming thought to himself: if this were a dungeon, both Fang Yong and Zhou You had the strength to solo-clear it.
    

    

    
      No wonder the warden of this prison needed to be a First Grade expert. Anyone weaker wouldn’t dare enter.
    

    

    
      Above them, the fight between Zhou You and the middle-aged man was drawing to a close.
    

    

    
      With a final scream, the middle-aged man was sliced into several pieces by that pitch-black sword, unwillingly turning into black mist that drifted into the sky.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha… The Demonic Sword is mine!”
    

    

    
      Zhou You laughed wildly and flew toward the highest pavilion, reaching out to grab the refined steel sword.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help but glance at Fang Yong beside him, thinking that this man’s strength was no weaker than Zhou You’s. Yet he wasn’t fighting for the Demonic Sword. Were the bonds between senior and junior brothers really this deep?
    

    

    
      Just then, a sudden change occurred.
    

    

    
      A furious roar rang out as Zhou You was flung backward, blood spraying across the sky.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was startled. “What happened?”
    

    

    
      Looking up, he saw that the pavilion roof had a gaping hole. A figure clad in snow-white robes stood beside the refined steel sword.
    

    

    
      It was a middle-aged man, with an immortal-like aura, exuding a celestial air.
    

    

    
      That demeanor...
    

    

    
      A member of the Heaven's Path Alliance?
    

    

    
      Could it be... Su Zhi Ning’s Martial Uncle?
    

    

    
      A flash of insight struck Chen Ming’s mind—he had figured out who that man was.
    

    

    
      The white-robed man smiled and said, “Luo Zhouwu of Heaven's Path Alliance, has been waiting here for some time.”
    

    

    
      It really was him!
    

    

    
      No wonder Su Zhi Ning hadn’t been able to contact her Martial Uncle—he had been lying in ambush here all along.
    

    

    
      Zhou You had a bloody hole in his chest, pierced clean through by a single sword, and collapsed beside Fang Yong. He cursed, “Heaven's Path Alliance, how despicable! Hiding and launching a sneak attack!”
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu replied calmly, “Indeed, it wasn’t very honorable. But I’m just one person, and the two of you are two. Fighting one against two—my chances weren’t high. I had no choice but to use this underhanded tactic.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You was so enraged by his shamelessness that his nose almost twisted. He ground his teeth and spat, “So this is the so-called greatest sect in the world? The beacon of righteousness? Just a bunch of despicable cowards.”
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu showed no anger. Instead, he praised, “The Nine Nether Grand Art truly lives up to its name as the top-tier cultivation of the Cult of Eternal Life. You took my sword and still survived. Looks like the records were true—once it’s cultivated to the First Grade, the body undergoes transformation. To kill you completely, one must not only sever all vitality but also erase the spiritual consciousness in your life-bound artifact.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You shouted, “Junior Brother, stall him. I’ll grab the Demonic Sword!”
    

    

    
      Fang Yong instantly moved, leaping toward Luo Zhouwu in attack.
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu stood still and swung a silver-glowing longsword, slashing at Fang Yong. Upon striking, he suddenly switched forms rapidly.
    

    

    
      Below, Chen Ming’s eyes blurred—within just a breath, Luo Zhouwu had altered his sword’s form multiple times—its direction, angle, force...
    

    

    
      This was a true battle between First Grade experts. It was the first time Chen Ming had witnessed combat at this level.
    

    

    
      It felt… abstract.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Finally, their swords collided.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong was blasted away, landing over ten meters away before stopping. His face darkened. “I can’t see through his weaknesses anymore.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming below suddenly understood—so it wasn’t that Fang Yong’s swordsmanship was extraordinary, but that he could perceive the flaws in others’ moves.
    

    

    
      That must be the function of his life-bound artifact.
    

    

    
      Where did these four senior and junior siblings get so many powerful treasures?
    

    

    
      A Mirage Pearl, a divine weapon, a treasure that reveals opponents’ flaws, and another that heals injuries. If they coordinated perfectly, this combination would be terrifying.
    

    

    
      Zhou You shouted, “Let’s go together!”
    

    

    
      Then, the two of them flew at Luo Zhouwu—one from the front, one from behind.
    

    

    
      After a few moves, Luo Zhouwu fell into disadvantage, struggling to cope.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming finally witnessed what a true First Grade expert battle looked like. Compared to Third Grade martial artists, the biggest difference was how First Grade experts wielded power—restrained and silent. No flashy effects, but the force they carried left him trembling.
    

    

    
      This meant that First Grade experts had absolute control over their power—highly focused and efficient. Unlike Third Grade, where unleashing Gang Yuan created a huge spectacle but wasted much of its force.
    

    

    
      Cold sweat trickled down Chen Ming’s back as he watched.
    

    

    
      He realized he had underestimated First Grade experts. Even if he borrowed the power of the Phoenix Cry Sword, he’d barely be able to contend with them.
    

    

    
      The power within the Phoenix Cry Sword was immense, but his efficiency in using it was far inferior to a First Grade expert. In actual combat, he wouldn’t last long.
    

    

    
      He could tell that Luo Zhouwu’s cultivation far surpassed the duo of Zhou You and Fang Yong. However, fighting one against two—and holding back his true power—still left him at a disadvantage.
    

    

    
      If he hadn’t wounded Zhou You earlier with a sneak attack, he wouldn’t have lasted this long.
    

    

    
      Zhou You’s black sword was incredibly powerful. Every time it clashed with Luo Zhouwu’s sword, it dimmed the latter’s glow, as if it were being tainted.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong, like a venomous snake, kept striking at openings. Every move left Luo Zhouwu visibly uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      Watching from below, Chen Ming couldn’t help but feel nervous for Luo Zhouwu.
    

    

    
      Just as Luo Zhouwu nearly got injured several times, a gentle white light suddenly radiated above his head, restoring color to the once black-and-white world.
    

    

    
      The black tiles beneath their feet turned gray again.
    

    

    
      The white light expanded to a radius of about ten meters.
    

    

    
      Zhou You shouted, “Heaven’s Heart Sword Domain! This guy is going all out. Be careful, Junior Brother!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart tightened as he focused. Luo Zhouwu swept Zhou You and Fang Yong back more than ten meters with a single slash, finally catching his breath.
    

    

    
      It was said that after reaching First Grade, one could form a Sword Domain through Sword Intent. Within this domain, they held absolute control.
    

    

    
      Anyone entering the domain would be subjected to fatal strikes.
    

    

    
      The core disciples of the Heaven’s Path Alliance cultivated the Heaven’s Heart Manual, so naturally, their domain was the Heaven’s Heart Sword Domain—a famous technique.
    

    

    
      Although Chen Ming’s cultivation was lacking, and he couldn’t grasp all the details, just seeing Luo Zhouwu’s domain restore the world’s colors spoke volumes of its power.
    

    

    
      There was a reason the Heaven's Path Alliance stood at the top of the Nine Great Sects.
    

    

    
      Now, the situation was clear—Luo Zhouwu had to guard the Demonic Sword. If he was pushed back and either of them got it, he’d lose.
    

    

    
      On the other hand, Zhou You and Fang Yong had to end this quickly. Luo Zhouwu’s cultivation was higher, and the Heaven's Path Alliance’s techniques were famous for their endurance.
    

    

    
      In this isolated realm, Gang Yuan couldn’t be replenished. Overusing it would be extremely dangerous.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Chen Ming quietly converted the Gang Yuan in his body to the Mysterious Wood True Art and began healing his injuries.
    

    

    
      “A-Again…”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Qian Jiu cried out in panic.
    

    

    
      Several more figures flew out from the villa—dressed like guards, with strength equivalent to Second Grade “minions.”
    

    

    
      Now, with Zhou You and Fang Yong too occupied, they couldn’t spare the time.
    

    

    
      These people must have activated domains too—whenever they entered within ten meters of Luo Zhouwu, the area regained its black-and-white hue.
    

    

    
      As the battle escalated, even the three First Grade experts couldn’t contain the overflow of power. A terrifying force burst forth—one strike collapsed the entire pavilion.
    

    

    
      The Demonic Sword tumbled down with the wreckage.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Luo Zhouwu reached out and grabbed the hilt of the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      Zhou You exclaimed in disbelief, “You’re insane! You dare touch the Demonic Sword of our Nine Nether Sect?”
    

    

    
      A faint purple hue rapidly spread across Luo Zhouwu’s eyes. Even the corners of his mouth curled into a wicked smile.
    

    

    
      “I can only last ten breaths. After ten breaths, the Demonic Sword will control me. If you don’t want to die under its power, then flee within ten breaths.”
    

    

    
      In other words, if they gave up on the sword, everyone could survive.
    

    

    
      But if they didn’t, then in ten breaths, once the sword took over, everyone present would die.
    

    

    
      Zhou You responded with action. The pitch-black sword in his hand shot out, stabbing toward Luo Zhouwu!
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      Zhou You made a move, and Fang Yong followed suit. The two cooperated with extreme tacit understanding. They both knew that if they failed to seize the Demonic Sword this time, there would only be one outcome.
    

    

    
      “I knew it!”
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu saw how they threw their lives aside, the purple intent in his eyes deepened a little more. He let out a sigh, suddenly flung out the Demonic Sword in his hand, and shouted loudly, “Catch it!”
    

    

    
      The Heaven’s Path Alliance’s 《Heart of Heaven Art》 emphasized comprehension of the Heavenly Dao, ultimately cultivating a heart aligned with heaven. Before reaching the Divine Repository Realm, it was extremely easy to be polluted by something like a Demonic Artifact.
    

    

    
      This Demonic Sword was extremely fatal to him. Once polluted, all of his cultivation would be ruined.
    

    

    
      It was said that barefooted men feared not those wearing shoes.
    

    

    
      Zhou You and Fang Yong were barefoot, while he was the one wearing shoes.
    

    

    
      Thus, he chose to throw away this burning hot potato.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “This time I’m doomed—”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu saw two of the Sovereign Manor’s guards pouncing at him. At once, he felt his hands and feet turn icy cold. He could not even defeat one of them, and with two attacking together, he feared he would be killed in just a single exchange.
    

    

    
      At this very moment, he heard a loud shout, “Catch it!”
    

    

    
      A Refined Steel Sword flew over. He subconsciously stretched out his hand to catch it.
    

    

    
      The moment he grasped the sword hilt, a grand voice echoed in his mind, “Do you desire power?”
    

    

    
      That voice carried an indescribable temptation, stirring up his deep yearning for great power. Coupled with the perilous situation he was in, he did not even think before making his choice, “I want power, I want overwhelming power!”
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      A mighty and boundless power surged from the sword into his hand, instantly replacing his original life-bound artifact, fusing with him completely.
    

    

    
      This sword replaced his treasured blade and became his new life-bound artifact.
    

    

    
      The process was completed in an instant!
    

    

    
      At this moment, the two Sovereign Manor guards had already lunged at him.
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu slightly raised his hand, and a terrifying Sword Qi shot out, killing the two shadowy figures outright.
    

    

    
      He was stunned. “This… what power is this?”
    

    

    
      With just a casual strike, he was dozens of times stronger than before. These two monsters, whose strength far surpassed his own, were just killed by him like this…
    

    

    
      “Too strong!”
    

    

    
      Such a sudden turn of events was beyond everyone’s expectations.
    

    

    
      Zhou You had already pounced over, ecstatic as he cried out, “Xiao Jiu, hand the Demonic Sword to me.”
    

    

    
      “Yes—”
    

    

    
      Faced with his master’s authority, Qian Jiu subconsciously prepared to hand over the sword. But just as he extended it, his expression suddenly changed. He abruptly pulled back his hand, retreating several meters away.
    

    

    
      Zhou You roared angrily, “Xiao Jiu, you won’t even listen to your master now?”
    

    

    
      “I can’t!”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu shook his head desperately, his face full of terror as he said, “This sword has already become disciple’s life-bound artifact… If I give it to you, disciple will lose his life…”
    

    

    
      A life-bound artifact, as the name implied, was connected to one’s very life. If it was taken away and the connection erased, naturally, the wielder would not survive.
    

    

    
      Since the Demonic Sword had become his life-bound artifact, naturally, it could not be given to anyone.
    

    

    
      Zhou You’s gaze turned incomparably dark.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong also came over, looking to his senior brother, waiting for his decision.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had already quietly recovered from his injuries by now. At his side, Zhou Yilan had also taken care of the remaining “small monsters.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the situation turn like this, he could not help but admire Luo Zhouwu’s decisiveness, actually sending the Demonic Sword into Qian Jiu’s hand.
    

    

    
      The power that burst from Qian Jiu just now had already reached the level of First Grade, making him exclaim in his heart: this 《Nine Nether Grand Art》 was simply too broken!
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu was originally just at the entry stage of Third Grade, yet the moment he grasped the Demonic Sword, his cultivation instantly soared to First Grade. It was simply absurd.
    

    

    
      He finally understood why the Heaven’s Path Alliance and Six Doors Authority had to suppress this Demonic Artifact. As long as it was obtained by someone cultivating the 《Nine Nether Grand Art》, their cultivation would instantly rise to First Grade.
    

    

    
      Far too broken.
    

    

    
      No wonder Zhou You and Fang Yong were willing to risk their lives to sneak in here, just to seize the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      Now that the Demonic Sword was in his disciple’s hand, what would Zhou You do?
    

    

    
      Zhou You spoke, “Xiao Jiu, your cultivation is too low to wield the sword’s full power. To escape from here, we must rely on this sword’s strength. Hand it to me, I will not refine it into my life-bound artifact, believe me.”
    

    

    
      After Qian Jiu’s expression flickered several times, it finally twisted into ferocity. “Master, forgive disciple, but I cannot entrust my life and fate into your hands.”
    

    

    
      Zhou You shouted, “Xiao Jiu, don’t be bewitched by it.”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu shrank his neck slightly. His master’s accumulated prestige still lingered, causing fear to flash across his face. But moments later, his gaze turned ruthless again. “Master, you cannot deceive me. You want to snatch it by force, is that it? I’m not afraid of you now. Come on then…”
    

    

    
      “Xiao Jiu, calm down—”
    

    

    
      “No one can take my treasure!”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu suddenly let out a sharp scream, his eyes filled with madness. The Refined Steel Sword in his hand flared with light, slashing toward Zhou You.
    

    

    
      A Sword Qi suddenly appeared in front of Zhou You, striking him and blasting him flying.
    

    

    
      “And you too!”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu swung again, slashing toward Fang Yong.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong’s expression changed. He instinctively raised his hand, blocking the Sword Qi that had appeared out of nowhere.
    

    

    
      “Go die, all of you, go die!”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu looked completely deranged, each slash faster than the last, the space before him trembling.
    

    

    
      On the other side, Zhou You leapt back up, shouting angrily, “Xiao Jiu, you’ve gone mad!”
    

    

    
      “It’s you who’s mad, trying to seize disciple’s life-bound artifact. You are unworthy of being my master—”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu roared, one against two, enveloping Zhou You in his Sword Qi as well.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “What sword art is this?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming stared dumbfounded. Qian Jiu’s Sword Qi completely defied the laws of physics, ignoring even basic logic. He could not even see how the other party was doing it.
    

    

    
      At his side, Zhou Yilan said calmly, “That is the divine might of the Zhi Chi Sword.”
    

    

    
      “Zhi Chi Sword?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gasped. In the First Pavilion of the World’s Divine Sword Ranking, the “Zhi Chi Sword” ranked third. It was said to have been forged by an ancient mighty being, embodying the concept of “a step away yet worlds apart.” It was an extremely rare peerless divine weapon with spatial attributes.
    

    

    
      However, this sword had been lost for many years.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought that the “Zhi Chi Sword” had become the Demonic Sword of the Nine Nether Sect.
    

    

    
      It must have been refined into a life-bound artifact by some Demon Venerable, becoming the sect’s holy relic.
    

    

    
      Originally, this sword already held spatial divine powers, capable of ignoring space itself, leaving enemies defenseless. Now infused with demonic nature, it had become even more terrifying.
    

    

    
      Not far away, Luo Zhouwu, having successfully shifted the burden, watched the chaos like a bystander. He took this chance to expel the invading demonic force from his flawless “Heavenly Heart.”
    

    

    
      One had to admit, his maneuver was vicious, instantly turning master and disciple against each other.
    

    

    
      Even Luo Zhouwu himself was secretly shaken. The might of the Demonic Sword was even more terrifying than the rumors claimed.
    

    

    
      A mere Third Grade martial artist, upon grasping the Demonic Sword, had his strength skyrocket, actually suppressing two powerful First Grades single-handedly.
    

    

    
      If this Demonic Sword had fallen into the hands of any other First Grade, he would have been doomed today.
    

    

    
      As it was now, he was more than happy to watch the spectacle.
    

    

    
      But where was Zhong Danyang?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Hahaha—”
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu, seeing that his overwhelmingly powerful master and uncle joined forces yet still could not defeat him, let out an ecstatic, crazed laugh. “Want to seize my sword? Dream on. You will all die by my hand…”
    

    

    
      However, though Zhou You and Fang Yong were suppressed, killing them was no easy feat.
    

    

    
      After all, once reaching First Grade with the 《Nine Nether Grand Art》, the body itself gained traits of a life-bound artifact, making one very difficult to kill.
    

    

    
      Zhou You had been pierced through by Luo Zhouwu’s sword earlier. If it were any ordinary First Grade, they would have been heavily injured. Yet he was still leaping about, only somewhat weakened, showing just how tenacious his life was.
    

    

    
      Failing to finish off the two, Qian Jiu grew impatient. Suddenly, he noticed his senior brother and senior aunt watching the battle from the side. He recalled how his senior aunt had only saved his brother earlier, withholding aid from him. Rage surged within him. “You die too!”
    

    

    
      He swung his sword toward Zhou Yilan.
    

    

    
      “Not good!”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw the movement of his hand. He wanted to save her, but no matter how fast he was, he could not be faster than the “Zhi Chi Sword.” The Sword Qi seemed to appear directly before Zhou Yilan’s chest.
    

    

    
      Just as it was about to cut her down, a sword flew from the side, barely blocking the Sword Qi.
    

    

    
      Squelch!
    

    
      Even so, Zhou Yilan was pierced through the chest by that Sword Qi, collapsing to the ground, her body convulsing.
    

    

    
      “Junior Sister!”
    

    

    
      “Beast!”
    

    

    
      Zhou You and Fang Yong simultaneously let out heart-wrenching roars. With a thunderous boom, their Sword Domains unfolded, blocking all of Qian Jiu’s Sword Qi outside.
    

    

    
      Seeing their junior sister injured, they were now ready to fight to the death.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming rushed over, lifting Zhou Yilan up. He was about to use the 《Mysterious Wood True Art》 to heal her when suddenly, a white pearl flew out from her chest, radiating a soft glow. Under its light, the wound through her chest healed rapidly.
    

    

    
      This healing speed was far more domineering than his 《Mysterious Wood True Art》.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the white pearl flew back into Zhou Yilan’s mouth, though now much dimmer. Clearly, this method consumed immense energy.
    

    

    
      Her face was pale, as if her vitality had been injured. She weakly said, “I’m fine. How goes the battle?”
    

    

    
      She struggled to sit up, gazing at the fight between Qian Jiu and the two.
    

    

    
      With their junior sister injured, Zhou You and Fang Yong had unleashed true fury, their Sword Domains suppressing Qian Jiu.
    

    

    
      But then, the Demonic Sword in Qian Jiu’s hand lit up with a green light, forming a domain-like aura of its own. For a time, Zhou You and Fang Yong were unable to subdue him.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glanced at Zhou Yilan, wondering if, in her heart, she hoped her two senior brothers would win, or lose.
    

    

    
      Perhaps only she knew.
    

    

    
      He sighed, “The might of the Demonic Sword is truly terrifying.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, more “small monsters” rushed out from the manor’s rear.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was speechless. Could this never end?
    

    
      Once one wave died, another came.
    

    

    
      With Zhou Yilan just recovering from her grave injury and her strength not yet restored, these “small monsters” could only be handled by him.
    

    

    
      Casting a glance at the intense battle among Zhou You and the others, he did not hesitate further. Drawing the Phoenix Cry Sword, he shielded Zhou Yilan behind him.
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      "Phoenix Cry Sword" flashed, and the golden sword light cut down a figure painted like an ink-wash, killing him.
    

    

    
      This was purely the power of a peerless divine weapon.
    

    

    
      If Chen Ming had not borrowed the golden-flame power within the sword, it would have been extremely difficult for him to kill this guard. Even a Second Grade cultivator without Gangyuan and sword intent was not that easy to deal with.
    

    

    
      [You had slain an LV80 manor guard and gained 90,000 experience points.]
    

    

    
      "Sure enough, one could gain experience points."
    

    

    
      He felt a joy in his heart. It seemed that the small enemies in this Secret Realm were similar to the beasts from the previous Fire-Element Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      Although the experience gained was only one tenth of a true Second Grade expert’s, something was better than nothing.
    

    

    
      If they had been true Second Grade experts, they would not have been so easy to kill.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming relied on the body technique of "Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens" and in the blink of an eye had slain all five of the "small monsters," gaining forty-five experience points.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    

    
      On the other side, Luo Zhouwu saw another disciple who had been gravely wounded just moments before suddenly fully recover and display astonishing power, killing those five manor guards, and he was greatly surprised.
    

    

    
      This kid had hidden himself very deeply!
    

    

    
      "That is… a peerless divine weapon? Such terrifying Fire-Element power, so supremely yang and forceful — what on earth is that divine weapon?"
    

    

    
      He could clearly see that the boy had used the power of a peerless divine weapon, otherwise a Third Grade cultivator could not have slain guards whose strength approached Second Grade.
    

    

    
      But after pondering for a while, he could not recall the origin of that peerless divine weapon in the boy’s hand.
    

    

    
      Under Luo Zhouwu’s "Heaven’s Heart" perception, it felt as if this person had not cultivated the "Nine Nether Grand Art," but the techniques used to wield that peerless divine weapon seemed to originate from the "Nine Nether Grand Art," which made him even more puzzled.
    

    

    
      "Strange, very strange."
    

    

    
      To have made a peerless divine weapon perform at this level, this person’s cultivation in the "Nine Nether Grand Art" should have been profound. Yet this person’s method of cultivation was grand and upright — a pure Fire-attribute technique.
    

    

    
      These thoughts flashed rapidly through Luo Zhouwu’s mind, but he soon tossed them aside. The battle among the three from the Nine Nether Sect had already reached a fever pitch; he had no time to pay attention to this person.
    

    

    
      "Die for me!"
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu, failing to break through and growing impatient, suddenly roared. The power of the blue-steel sword in his hand swelled again and actually suppressed Zhou You and Fang Yong’s sword domains.
    

    

    
      "Not enough, make the power stronger!"
    

    

    
      He urged desperately, demanding greater strength from the "Zhi Chi Demonic Sword" in his hand.
    

    

    
      Instantly, his power reached a peak as if touching another level, and he laughed wildly, "Ha ha ha, is this the power of the Divine Repository Realm? You two old men, taste my sword!"
    

    

    
      One slash fell, and Zhou You and Fang Yong’s surrounding sword domains instantly collapsed.
    

    

    
      No escape.
    

    

    
      No avoidance.
    

    

    
      Both of their faces changed wildly. With a thunderous crash, Zhou You was blasted away, and the ink-black long sword in his hand snapped into two.
    

    

    
      His fated item was broken; he suffered a grievous injury and vomited blood without stopping.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong fared worse. He had only time to turn to the side; half a shoulder and an arm were cut clean off, blood spurting endlessly.
    

    

    
      With a single sword, two First Grade cultivators were grievously wounded.
    

    

    
      "Now!"
    

    

    
      This was the moment Luo Zhouwu had been waiting for, and he struck decisively!
    

    

    
      With body and sword united, he became a streak of light and cut toward Qian Jiu.
    

    

    
      The timing of this strike could not have been more precise. Had he been a moment later, Zhou You and Fang Yong would have died, and the next target of that demonic sword would have been him.
    

    

    
      Had he been a moment earlier, he would have had to take the blow himself.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming watched from below and cursed inwardly, what a sly bastard! However, this person’s sword technique differed somewhat from the sword art Su Zhi Ning used.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Qian Jiu seemed to sense the danger, but the two earlier slashes had consumed a great deal. He roared and the blue-steel sword in his hand flashed.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the white-hot sword light arrived.
    

    

    
      Originally the sword light had aimed for Qian Jiu’s head; at the last instant it veered slightly and struck his right arm. One whole arm, along with the demonic sword, flew off.
    

    

    
      "Sss—"
    

    

    
      At the same time, Luo Zhouwu also revealed his figure; half his body was drenched in blood, and one of his arms had likewise been cut off.
    

    

    
      Earlier the demonic sword had protected its master; before the sword light reached him, it had severed his right arm that held the sword.
    

    

    
      This battle was extremely brutal — all four had been defeated and wounded.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s scalp tingled as he watched. Three powerful First Grade cultivators were badly hurt or crippled; either an arm was severed, or a fated item had been broken, dealing a severe blow to their foundations.
    

    

    
      As for Qian Jiu, who had lost the demonic sword, he had instantly reverted to his true state — he had fainted and fallen to the ground, on the verge of death, his breath weak to the extreme.
    

    

    
      Clearly, using strength far beyond one’s own would not be without any cost.
    

    

    
      Now, the only one remaining unscathed was Chen Ming himself.
    

    

    
      Just as Chen Ming was thinking this, applause suddenly sounded.
    

    

    
      He stiffened and demanded, "Who is there?"
    

    

    
      A pleasant voice came from within the manor, "What a splendid drama!"
    

    

    
      The voice was familiar.
    

    

    
      Not only him — Zhou Yilan leaning against the wall also turned pale and cried out, "Husband?"
    

    

    
      A person who originally should not have appeared here.
    

    

    
      A tall figure shot out and landed beside the demonic sword.
    

    

    
      He wore a purple robe and looked particularly dignified, hands folded behind his back, eyes like lightning. At this moment he looked very different from usual.
    

    

    
      He looked at Zhou Yilan with a smile and a gentle voice, "Wife, thank you for presenting this overwhelming merit to your husband. It was not in vain that your husband spent more than a decade loving you."
    

    

    
      For some reason, Chen Ming felt a chill when he heard those words.
    

    

    
      "You—"
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan looked at the husband before her and suddenly found him so strange. In the past, if she were injured, he would have been the first to rush over and carry her up…
    

    

    
      But now her husband wore a tender smile while his eyes were utterly cold — so cold that it chilled her through, and her heart fell into an abyss, "You… you knew all along, didn’t you?"
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong smiled and said, "Of course, you fool. Otherwise, why would I have married you? I originally thought that, as the Holy Daughter of the Nine Nether Sect, you could assist me in achieving great accomplishments. Who would have thought you were useless, so obsessed with love affairs that you abandoned your cultivation? Where did you leave me?"
    

    

    
      Toward the end his tone contained bitter disappointment, "If you had focused on cultivation, advanced early into the Divine Repository Realm, and aided me, we could have been the envy of all as a divine couple. But since you refused to improve yourself, your husband had to resort to this plan. With this overwhelming merit, I believed he could exchange it with the Six Doors Authority for a quota to enter the Divine Repository Realm!"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was dumbfounded when he heard this.
    

    

    
      So it turned out Ruan Caihong only sought to live off her. Who knew he had licked so well that Zhou Yilan, the Holy Daughter of the Nine Nether Sect, had been intoxicated by his tenderness and neglected cultivation, dragging him down. So he had cooked up this scheme…
    

    

    
      Damn!
    

    

    
      He watched Zhou Yilan, struck as if by lightning and ashen-faced, with some sympathy, and thought that love was indeed a deadly trap for cultivators.
    

    

    
      She had started with tremendous luck: three loyal senior brothers around her, each possessing extraordinary treasures and making rapid progress. If she had concentrated on cultivation, she might have advanced to the Divine Repository Realm long ago and avoided this fate.
    

    

    
      He resolved to use her as a warning: never slow one’s cultivation for a woman.
    

    

    
      Stepping back a thousand paces, if after marriage she had not slacked and had sufficient strength, would her three senior brothers have betrayed her? Would Ruan Caihong dare such a scheme? The plain truth was that in this world, strength was everything.
    

    

    
      "Ha ha ha…" On the other side, Zhou You, sprawled on the ground, laughed wildly, "Junior sister, I told you from the start this man was not to be trusted. You finally see his true face now, don’t you?"
    

    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong flicked his hand. The long sword unsheathed and turned into a blue light that impaled Zhou You’s chest, pinning him to the ground.
    

    

    
      Zhou You, grievously injured, cursed loudly, "Ruan Caihong, you despicable scoundrel! Have the courage to let me go — I will fight you three hundred rounds… ah—"
    

    

    
      The sword that had been stuck in him rose and drove into his mouth, fixing his head to the ground and silencing him.
    

    

    
      Despite such injuries, Zhou You had not immediately died and continued to struggle.
    

    

    
      "Senior brother—"
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan watched this scene and nearly fainted.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong suddenly turned to Chen Ming, "Brother Gu, did you enjoy today’s drama?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was greatly startled. Ruan Caihong had recognized him?
    

    

    
      He then thought that Ruan Caihong must have detected something when he acted earlier.
    

    

    
      There was no need to continue disguising, so he spoke, "Brother Ruan, you truly have cunning and means. My disguise could not fool you. But I have one thing I do not understand; might you help to clarify it for me?"
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong’s mood seemed extremely pleasant and he was in no hurry to act, "Speak."
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, "How did Brother Ruan enter here?"
    

    

    
      "That’s simple. Because I am the master of this Secret Realm, I could enter as I pleased. Also, this Secret Realm has two entrances. Senior Luo is aware of this."
    

    

    
      "I see," Chen Ming said. "May I ask how you intend to deal with me?"
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong chuckled, "You ask directly. I still have many things I want to say to you; why go straight to the point?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming could understand his mood. Having been with Zhou Yilan for more than a decade, he had acted for years, always wearing a mask, with countless words in his heart but nowhere to pour them out. Now that great success was imminent, he wanted someone with whom to share the joy.
    

    

    
      However, Chen Ming had no mood to listen to his boasting.
    

    

    
      He said earnestly, "So you don’t intend to spare me?"
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong’s smile faded and he grew cold, "When you touched my wife with that dirty hand just now, I wanted to kill you."
    

    

    
      "……"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eye twitched as he looked at him as though he were insane, "I only tried to save Sister-in-law; she was injured, didn’t you see?"
    

    

    
      "Then you must die!"
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      “Then, you must die as well!”
    

    

    
      The killing intent in Ruan Caihong’s eyes was laid bare.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only felt that this man had suppressed himself for far too long, making him somewhat abnormal. Talking to someone like this was useless. “Since that’s the case, why haven’t you made your move yet?”
    

    

    
      “No rush.”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong smiled faintly. “Let me deal with the others first.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he raised his hand, and a faint blue gang yuan condensed into a massive palm, striking down toward Fang Yong several zhang away.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong, who had appeared unconscious, suddenly sprang up and fled at lightning speed.
    

    

    
      So, he had been feigning the whole time.
    

    

    
      But in Ruan Caihong’s eyes, the two First Grade martial artists of the Nine Nether Sect posed the greatest threat. Naturally, he had to deal with them first to feel at ease.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      Fang Yong had fled less than ten zhang when that giant palm caught up and slammed down upon him. He spat out a mouthful of blood, his injuries worsening. He collapsed to the ground, as if he had been crushed beneath a carriage wheel, his bones shattered beyond recognition.
    

    

    
      Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong flicked his hand, sending out several silver-white needles that struck with perfect precision into Fang Yong’s acupoints, burrowing inch by inch into his body.
    

    

    
      Dragon-Sealing Needles!
    

    
      These were specially crafted, enhanced Dragon-Sealing Needles, capable of temporarily sealing the cultivation of even a First Grade martial artist.
    

    

    
      “Ahhh—”
    

    

    
      Fang Yong let out a miserable scream.
    

    

    
      As the needles sank deeper, his forehead began to bulge, as though something within was trying to burst out.
    

    

    
      When the last needle disappeared into his body, something finally forced its way out of his glabella—it looked like a black tortoise shell.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong raised his hand and drew the tortoise shell to him. “Every disciple of the Nine Nether Sect carries a life-bound artifact, making them exceptionally difficult to deal with. If not for Senior Luo of the Heaven’s Path Alliance, I alone would not have been their match this time. Senior Luo, I thank you.”
    

    

    
      Not far away, Luo Zhouwu sat cross-legged, circulating his qi to heal. The strike from the demonic sword had done more than sever his arm—the demonic qi within the blade had invaded his body, which was the true danger.
    

    

    
      At this moment, his eyes remained closed. Whether he heard Ruan Caihong’s words or not was unclear.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong toyed with the tortoise shell in his hand, marveling, “So his life-bound artifact was this peculiar item. Rumor has it that the Celestial Master’s Mansion once possessed a tortoise shell capable of divination, passed down since antiquity. Later, it was lost when a certain generation of Celestial Master perished. It seems this is precisely what that Celestial Master left behind after dying at the hands of the Cult of Eternal Life.”
    

    

    
      “This tortoise shell, tempered by the Nine Nether Grand Art, is even more wondrous than before. Brother Gu, do you know why, among the six sects of the Cult of Eternal Life, the Nine Nether Sect’s power stands as the strongest? Within one sect, they produced three Demon Venerables.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “I would like to hear your explanation, Brother Ruan.”
    

    

    
      He had always been interested in such secrets.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong said, “The Nine Nether Grand Art is in fact the most supreme artifact-forging art in the world. You may not know, but of the peerless divine weapons still existing in this world, more than half were forged by the Nine Nether Sect.”
    

    

    
      “There’s such a thing?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart stirred with a vague suspicion.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong continued, “In those years, many sects coveted the ability of the Nine Nether Grand Art to forge divine weapons. Thus, they allowed the art to spread among the people, even permitting disciples of their own sects to cultivate it. Once those disciples’ demonic arts reached completion and their life-bound artifacts rose to the level of divine weapons, they would then strike, kill them, and seize their life-bound artifacts.
    

    

    
      “In this way, over decades, the Nine Nether Sect grew stronger and stronger, until three Demon Venerables appeared in succession. The great powers felt threatened, and so they united to massacre all who had cultivated the Nine Nether Grand Art. The demonic artifacts of those three Demon Venerables were also sealed away.”
    

    

    
      After finishing, Ruan Caihong tucked the tortoise shell into his robe. “So when I learned that Madam was a descendant of the Nine Nether Sect, I was overjoyed. A pity she was far too softhearted…”
    

    

    
      “Pah—”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Fang Yong, pinned down by the Dragon-Sealing Needles, spat out blood foam and cursed, “Dog thief…”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong ignored him, turning back to Chen Ming. “Brother Gu, though we’ve not known each other long, I feel strangely drawn to you, as though you and I are the same kind of people. What a pity—”
    

    

    
      The same kind of people as you?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming thought to himself, then glanced at the demonic sword beside him. “Why didn’t you use that sword against them?”
    

    

    
      A strange smile appeared on Ruan Caihong’s face. “You should know the origins of the six sects of the Cult of Eternal Life. Each lineage possesses a longevity method passed down from the Eternal Life Emperor. But have you ever considered—what is the longevity method of the Nine Nether Sect?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. He truly had not thought about this. Although he had obtained the cultivation method of the Nine Nether Grand Art, it only extended to the First Grade.
    

    

    
      Then he suddenly thought of something. Looking at the demonic sword, he gasped. “Could it be—”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong burst into wild laughter. “Exactly what you’re thinking! This sword is the true body of a Demon Venerable! The so-called longevity method is nothing more than transforming oneself into the spirit of a weapon. Isn’t it laughable? Hahaha…”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at the demonic sword and suddenly felt fortunate. Thankfully, he had been cautious and had not cultivated the Nine Nether Grand Art. This cursed art actually used the body itself as a furnace to forge a peerless divine weapon. When life ran out and the flesh decayed, the divine weapon became one’s new body.
    

    

    
      What a damnable technique!
    

    

    
      No wonder Luo Zhouwu had thrown the demonic sword away immediately after failing to subdue it.
    

    

    
      After Qian Jiu obtained the sword, his personality drastically changed—it must have been the sword’s influence.
    

    

    
      So whoever gained this sword might appear to be its master, but in truth, they became the sword’s slave.
    

    

    
      Before, Chen Ming had thought that compared to the blood-drinking Blood Demon Sect or the puppet-making Undying Demon Sect, the Nine Nether Sect was relatively “normal” within the Cult of Eternal Life.
    

    

    
      Now, it appeared equally bizarre.
    

    

    
      No wonder the Eternal Life Emperor had sealed these longevity methods and cast them aside.
    

    

    
      After laughing, Ruan Caihong said, “Brother Gu, I have explained what I could. You need not die ignorant. Now, it’s time to send you on your way.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “Please wait a moment.”
    

    

    
      Then, he opened his panel.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    
      【Current Points: 7,179,875】
    

    
      【Cultivation Arts: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Complete), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Seventh Level 242,456/10,000,000)】
    

    
      【Combat Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastered), 《Eight Trigrams Saber Technique》 (Mastered), 《Zhuang’s Flying Knife》 (Mastered), 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》 (Mastered), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastered), 《Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens》 (Fourth Level 3,908/400,000), 《Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan》 (Second Level 35,734/2,000,000)】
    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Art》 (Mastered), 《Nurturing Artifact Art》 (First Level 1/100,000), 《Controlling Artifact Art》 (Fourth Level 1/400,000)】
    

    

    
      “Add points!”
    

    

    
      He muttered inwardly, first raising 《Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens》 to the ninth level, complete.
    

    

    
      In one breath, he spent 3.9 million points.
    

    

    
      Then, he raised 《Controlling Artifact Art》 to the ninth level as well, consuming another 3 million points.
    

    

    
      Against a First Grade opponent, even if he poured all his points into cultivation arts, it would be useless. 《Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens》 was for saving his life.
    

    

    
      But 《Controlling Artifact Art》 was the key to unleashing the full power of the Phoenix Cry Sword—his only hope of victory.
    

    

    
      【Level: 70】
    

    
      【Current Points: 283,783】
    

    
      【Cultivation Arts: 《Iron Horse Stance》 (Fifth Level Complete), 《Five Elements True Art (Incomplete)》 (Seventh Level 242,456/10,000,000)】
    

    
      【Combat Techniques: 《Three Talents Fist》 (Mastered), 《Eight Trigrams Saber Technique》 (Mastered), 《Zhuang’s Flying Knife》 (Mastered), 《Swallow Returns Sword Technique》 (Mastered), 《Vermilion Bird Sword Technique》 (Mastered), 《Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens》 (Ninth Level Complete), 《Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan》 (Second Level 35,734/2,000,000)】
    

    
      【Secret Arts: 《Disguise Art》 (Mastered), 《Nurturing Artifact Art》 (First Level 1/100,000), 《Controlling Artifact Art》 (Ninth Level 1/900,000)】
    

    

    
      Now, only two hundred thousand points remained—like returning to square one overnight.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart bled.
    

    

    
      At the same time, his body underwent drastic changes.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong noticed that after Gu Xianyu closed his eyes, some strange transformation began within him. For some reason, a foreboding unease rose in his heart.
    

    

    
      Logically, this boy was only at Third Grade. Even with a divine weapon, he should not be able to pose a threat to him…
    

    

    
      No!
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong trusted his intuition. Without further hesitation, he raised his hand and unleashed a sword gang.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      Yet at the instant he struck, his senses of Gu Xianyu vanished. The youth had disappeared into thin air, and the sword gang missed.
    

    

    
      “How is that possible?”
    

    

    
      A First Grade martial artist possessed immense spiritual perception, their gang yuan infused with spirit. Once unleashed, it was impossible for anyone beneath First Grade to evade.
    

    

    
      So how had this boy slipped free of his divine sense lock?
    

    
      Ruan Caihong’s heart trembled. This boy was strange.
    

    

    
      He turned his head and locked onto Gu Xianyu’s new position several zhang away, pointing once again.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      But Gu Xianyu vanished again, and Ruan Caihong lost all sense of him. Another sword gang fell uselessly.
    

    

    
      Curiosity gnawed at him, and he could not resist asking, “How did you do that?”
    

    

    
      At this time, Chen Ming opened his eyes and smiled faintly. “Guess.”
    

    

    
      Inwardly, he breathed a sigh of relief. Had he not advanced 《Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens》 to perfection, he would never have evaded those two sword gangs and would have been forced to endure them.
    

    

    
      Then, even if he could channel the Phoenix Cry Sword’s power to resist, he would only be passively defending. Now, the initiative was his.
    

    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong’s expression turned cold. “Do you really think I cannot deal with you? I merely wished to avoid wasting effort. Since that’s the case—taste my sword!”
    

    

    
      The divine weapon lodged in Zhou You’s body flew into the air, transforming into a rainbow arc of sword-light and slashing toward Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      “I have one too!”
    

    

    
      This time, Chen Ming did not evade. He drew the Phoenix Cry Sword, golden flames erupting from its blade, as though to burn through the very heavens. Terrifying heat radiated outward.
    

    

    
      He extracted the golden flame within the sword—its true power!
    

    

    
      “What?!”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong felt the gang yuan infused within his divine weapon ignite, his spirit screaming in agony as his connection with the sword was severed.
    

    

    
      This shock was no small matter!
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      Chapter 225: Chongming Golden Flame
    

    

    
      “What the hell is this thing?”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong felt the golden flame burn its way through some mysterious connection, igniting the Gangyuan within his body.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      He instinctively circulated his Gangyuan, wanting to force the strange flame out of his body.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    
      As the Gangyuan surged, it was like adding oil to fire—the golden flame suddenly flared up violently, rushing along his meridians and burning straight toward his dantian’s qi sea.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he seemed to have turned into a man of fire, golden flames spraying out from his pores, flames rising three feet high above his head.
    

    

    
      “This—”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming never expected that just a wisp of golden flame could possess such terrifying power. A First Grade expert, upon touching even a trace of it, was like a barrel of oil set alight—the more it burned, the fiercer it grew.
    

    

    
      Judging by the current scene, Ruan Caihong was likely to be burned alive.
    

    

    
      “What flame is this? How can it have such power?”
    

    

    
      He was stunned.
    

    

    
      Originally, he was unable to command the golden flame within the Phoenix Cry Sword, at most borrowing a trace of its might, but never its true essence.
    

    

    
      Only after he raised the Controlling Artifact Art to the ninth layer did he finally gain the ability to control all the power within the Phoenix Cry Sword, including that golden flame.
    

    

    
      Yet he had only separated out a wisp of it, not even one percent of the whole.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, its power was far beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      Then again, Chen Ming thought, it was not strange—after all, this golden flame could even suppress the primordial spirit of the Undying Demon Venerable.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      On the other side, Luo Zhouwu, who had been meditating and expelling demonic qi from his body, suddenly opened his eyes. When he saw Ruan Caihong’s miserable state, his eyes twitched.
    

    

    
      “That is—”
    

    

    
      “Could it be the legendary… Chongming Golden Flame?”
    

    

    
      He had once read in an ancient tome that in primordial times there existed a spiritual flame called Chongming Golden Flame. It was said to originate from the Chongming Secret Realm, a golden fire that burned specifically the primordial spirit of martial artists.
    

    

    
      This flame was not too dangerous to ordinary people or low-level martial artists, but for any above First Grade, even the slightest touch would burn away both Gangyuan and primordial spirit—utterly terrifying.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong’s current condition was exactly as described in that book.
    

    

    
      However, the Chongming Secret Realm had already been destroyed during the ancient war, and this spiritual flame had been lost for over ten thousand years. Where did this brat obtain it?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Beside Chen Ming, Zhou Yilan, who had fainted earlier, was stirred awake by Ruan Caihong’s screams. She opened her eyes, saw his miserable figure, and her gaze flickered with extremely complex emotions.
    

    

    
      Even she herself could not distinguish between the entangled love and hate.
    

    

    
      “Ah—”
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong felt the agony of his very soul being scorched. Unable to endure any longer, he suddenly stretched out his hand and grabbed the Zhi Chi Sword beside him.
    

    

    
      “Demon Venerable, grant me power!”
    

    

    
      He roared, and a green light surged up his arm, little by little extinguishing the golden flame burning upon him.
    

    

    
      First the arm, then half his body, and finally the flames vanished completely.
    

    

    
      Strangely, the golden fire had not burned his clothes, nor had it singed a single hair or eyebrow.
    

    

    
      With the demonic sword in hand, Ruan Caihong’s eyes glowed scarlet, filled with searing hatred. “You deserve to die!”
    

    

    
      For the sake of survival, he had been forced to borrow the power of the demonic sword, thus branding himself with its mark. For the rest of his life, he would be nothing but its slave.
    

    

    
      From now on, his martial path was severed.
    

    

    
      Even if one day he broke through to the Divine Repository Realm or even the Heaven-Man Realm, he would never escape the control of the demonic sword, doomed to a lifetime without freedom.
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, his heart bled with anguish, and he only wished to tear apart the Gu Xianyu before him, piece by piece.
    

    

    
      Boom—
    

    

    
      The Gangyuan he had just lost instantly recovered, and under the aid of the demonic sword, his cultivation even surged to the very peak of First Grade.
    

    

    
      “Die for me!”
    

    

    
      He locked onto Gu Xianyu once again, slashing with the demonic sword.
    

    

    
      A sword-gang tore across space, suddenly appearing right before Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      Luckily, he had prepared. Running Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens to the extreme, he managed to evade in the nick of time.
    

    

    
      He cursed in his heart, “Damn it, this is cheating!”
    

    

    
      This was simply outrageous.
    

    

    
      Ruan Caihong’s eyes narrowed. That brat’s movement technique was so strange that he even dodged the Zhi Chi Sword. Unbelievable.
    

    

    
      “I’ll see how many strikes you can dodge!” he roared.
    

    

    
      Sword after sword fell, sealing every direction.
    

    

    
      Yet, as though he could teleport, Chen Ming dodged each attack at the very last moment.
    

    

    
      He shouted hoarsely, “Senior Luo, if you don’t step in, I’m dead for sure! And if I die, he won’t spare you either—”
    

    

    
      In the span of a single sentence, he had already evaded more than ten times.
    

    

    
      Not good!
    

    

    
      He felt his Gangyuan draining rapidly, about to run dry.
    

    

    
      Though Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens was unimaginably fast, its consumption of Gangyuan was terrifying.
    

    

    
      If he kept passively dodging, he could not last much longer.
    

    

    
      Damn it, if pushed too far, I’ll release the Undying Demon Venerable—let’s see who dies first!
    

    
      Chen Ming steeled his heart.
    

    

    
      “Youngster, what’s the rush? Catch this!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Luo Zhouwu’s voice rang in his ear. Before Chen Ming even wondered what he meant, a surge of immense power rose from the ground into his body.
    

    

    
      “Holy crap!”
    

    

    
      It was the power of a First Grade expert!
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu had transmitted his own Gangyuan through the earth into Chen Ming’s body.
    

    

    
      “This works too?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no time to dwell on it. With this added power, he pushed Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens to the limit.
    

    

    
      “Now, it’s my turn!”
    

    

    
      His heart roared.
    

    

    
      For a moment, it was as if all air resistance disappeared. With a single flash, he arrived behind Ruan Caihong.
    

    

    
      The swing of Ruan Caihong’s blade looked sluggish, as though in slow motion.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s sword slashed toward his neck. In the face of absolute speed, the gap in cultivation no longer mattered.
    

    

    
      Just as the blade was about to fall on his neck, the Zhi Chi Sword in Ruan Caihong’s hand flashed with green light.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was blasted away by a sword-gang, smashing into a wall ten zhang away. Coughing, he staggered to his feet, both hands gripping swords, his right hand trembling violently, tiger’s mouth split open and bleeding.
    

    

    
      “I already guarded against that move.”
    

    

    
      Yet Ruan Caihong’s body froze, still standing, while his head rolled to the ground, blood spraying out.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had seen how Luo Zhouwu was injured earlier, so he had been prepared. With the Phoenix Cry Sword in his right hand, he blocked the fatal sword-gang, and in that instant of being blasted away, his left hand wielded Po Jun Sword to sever Ruan Caihong’s head.
    

    

    
      “Don’t be careless!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly Luo Zhouwu’s voice sounded.
    

    

    
      Alarm bells rang in Chen Ming’s heart. Without thinking, he vanished with Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens. Almost at the same moment, a sword-gang slashed where he had been standing.
    

    

    
      The headless Ruan Caihong moved again—the sword strike had come from him.
    

    

    
      “He’s not dead?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was dumbfounded. Was the vitality of a First Grade expert this tenacious?
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu warned, “Careful. That body is now being controlled by the demonic sword.”
    

    

    
      This works too?
    

    
      Chen Ming felt a chill. If it wouldn’t die, how could he fight it?
    

    

    
      As he thought this, pain flared in his chest—he had already been pierced by a sword.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even seen the strike.
    

    

    
      It’s over!
    

    

    
      His heart sank. With the demonic sword controlling Ruan Caihong, his strength had increased not by one tier, but by an unfathomable degree.
    

    

    
      “Then let’s die together!”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Chen Ming released both the golden flame within the Phoenix Cry Sword and the primordial spirit of the Undying Demon Venerable.
    

    

    
      The violet primordial spirit appeared, instantly breaking free from the flame’s suppression, circling in the air, then suddenly stalling.
    

    

    
      “Undying Demon Venerable?”
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu’s eyes nearly popped out as he exclaimed. His Dao heart almost faltered—never could he have imagined that the primordial spirit of the Undying Demon Venerable would emerge from that brat’s sword.
    

    

    
      The demonic sword of the Nine Nether Sect was fearsome, yes—but as long as one resisted greed and didn’t touch it, there was no danger.
    

    

    
      The Undying Demon Venerable’s primordial spirit, however, actively sought to possess others.
    

    

    
      And now—how could anyone resist it?
    

    
      This was the end!
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu felt his heart sink. He was merely a minor First Grade expert, yet here he had stumbled into both a demonic sword and the primordial spirit of the Undying Demon Venerable—the two greatest devils of the world.
    

    

    
      What kind of cursed fate was this?
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The moment the primordial spirit of the Undying Demon Venerable appeared, Ruan Caihong’s headless corpse faltered, and the demonic sword in his hand vibrated violently.
    

    

    
      The primordial spirit seemed to sense something amiss. Instead of fleeing the strange golden flame and even stranger divine weapon, it suddenly braked, circled once in the air, then dove straight toward Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      “Again?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming almost swore aloud. With three other First Grade experts present, it ignored them all and targeted him. What kind of logic was this?
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, just after being struck by the Zhi Chi Sword, he was gravely injured and unable to dodge.
    

    

    
      “You want to possess me? Over my dead body!”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, he opened his mouth and swallowed the golden flame.
    

    

    
      Come on, then!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming glared at the violet primordial spirit.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      But the demonic sword flew over first, stabbing into his shoulder.
    

    

    
      【You have slain an LV95 enemy. Gained 2,500,000 experience points.】
    

    

    
      A prompt flashed before his eyes.
    

    

    
      At the same time, a cold aura invaded his body, making him shiver uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, the hesitant violet light-ball no longer wavered—it pounced onto him.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “This—”
    

    

    
      Not far away, Luo Zhouwu stood dumbstruck.
    

    

    
      Both the demonic sword and the primordial spirit of the Undying Demon Venerable had chosen that brat simultaneously.
    

    

    
      “I am a堂堂 First Grade—”
    

    

    
      Of course, the thought vanished in a flash.
    

    

    
      What he saw next made his scalp tingle. Golden flames spewed from the boy’s seven orifices, the Zhi Chi Sword stabbed into his shoulder glowed bright green, and atop his head, violet light surged more than a zhang high.
    

    

    
      Clearly, three powers were struggling within him.
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu’s hair stood on end. This was… far too tragic!
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      Chapter 226: Undying True Scripture
    

    

    
      "Even though the Chongming Golden Flame is extraordinary, it still can’t do anything against those two Demon Venerables."
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu watched as the golden flame on Chen Ming's body grew dimmer and dimmer under the suppression of the two demonic lights—one green and one purple. He could already foresee this boy’s fate.
    

    

    
      Either become the sword slave of the demonic sword...
    

    

    
      Or be possessed by the Undying Demon Venerable.
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, he couldn’t help but feel some concern. This boy's talent was likely no less than his Martial Niece, Su Zhi Ning. If he was possessed by a Demon Venerable, he would surely become a serious threat to the righteous path in the future.
    

    

    
      What a pity. He had just transferred all the strength he could muster to Chen Ming through the “Heaven’s Heart”, and now had to suppress the demonic nature within himself. He was utterly powerless to intervene.
    

    

    
      "Why the hell am I even worrying about this?"
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu suddenly thought to himself. Once that kid was fully possessed, he himself would die here anyway. Whatever chaos the kid brought to the world in the future, he wouldn’t be around to see it.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he saw someone stand up and walk toward Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      "Her?"
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu's heart stirred. How had he forgotten about her?
    

    

    
      Among everyone present, the only one still capable of movement was Zhou Yilan.
    

    

    
      "What is she trying to do?"
    

    

    
      As Zhou Yilan walked step by step toward Chen Ming, Luo Zhouwu couldn’t help but think, "Could it be... she's trying to avenge her husband?"
    

    

    
      After all, her husband, Ruan Caihong, had died at Chen Ming’s hands. Ten-plus years of marriage—having witnessed her husband's death—wanting revenge was only natural.
    

    

    
      Zhou Yilan walked up to Ruan Caihong’s body, retrieved the life-bound turtle shell belonging to Fang Yong, and tossed it back to him.
    

    

    
      Then, she stepped in front of Chen Ming, reached out her hand, and grabbed the hilt of the “Zhi Chi Demonic Sword”, pulling it out of Chen Ming’s body with great effort.
    

    

    
      The demonic sword hummed with vibration, seemingly unwilling.
    

    

    
      But Zhou Yilan had cultivated the Nine Nether Grand Art. So long as she hadn’t become a sword slave, she could temporarily control this demonic sword.
    

    

    
      "Haaa—"
    

    

    
      She channeled all her life’s cultivation into the demonic sword, and in an instant, a surge of green light exploded. The entire space seemed to tremble.
    

    

    
      "What is she doing?"
    

    

    
      Luo Zhouwu felt his heart pound. With her Second Grade cultivation, using the demonic sword like this—was she trying to die?
    

    

    
      "Break!"
    

    

    
      As the sword's power reached a critical threshold, Zhou Yilan let out the final roar of her life and slashed the sword forward.
    

    

    
      Ziiing—
    

    

    
      Wherever the demonic sword passed, space itself tore open.
    

    

    
      "Senior Brother, go—run..."
    

    

    
      She looked at her two gravely injured senior brothers with deep longing in her eyes, and her body crumbled apart.
    

    

    
      This strike—was unleashed at the cost of her life.
    

    

    
      The Zhi Chi Demonic Sword was a peerless divine weapon with spatial attributes. In a relatively low-grade Secret Realm like this, it could even tear open space itself.
    

    

    
      "Junior Sister—"
    

    

    
      Fang Yong let out a wail, summoned all his strength, and carried the barely-alive Zhou You, leaping into the escape passage his junior sister had opened with her life.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      Just as the spatial rift was about to close, Chen Ming—his body half engulfed in purple light and half in golden flame—suddenly shot forward and entered the passage.
    

    

    
      The Zhi Chi Demonic Sword also tried to escape through that rift, but was a step too late—it was pinned down by a hand.
    

    

    
      It was Luo Zhouwu, who had moved just in time to stop it from escaping.
    

    

    
      Buzz—buzz—
    

    

    
      The demonic sword cried out in unwillingness, but it was, after all, just a divine weapon. Only in human hands could it unleash its full power.
    

    

    
      Without a sword slave, no matter how powerful, it was still just a weapon. Its vast power was meaningless.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been suppressed here for so many years.
    

    

    
      Despite his injuries, Luo Zhouwu forcibly kept the Zhi Chi Demonic Sword behind and felt slightly relieved.
    

    

    
      At least the demonic sword hadn't escaped.
    

    

    
      However...
    

    

    
      He looked toward the spot where the spatial rift had closed, and a shadow crossed his eyes. That brat would surely be possessed by the Undying Demon Venerable.
    

    

    
      "Even if it's just a strand of divine consciousness, with that kid's talent, if he starts cultivating the Undying Primordial Spirit, he could very well become another peerless Demon Venerable in time."
    

    

    
      No, this must be reported to the alliance immediately. That kid must be eliminated before he grows strong.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Chen Ming only felt darkness before his eyes, his body and soul seemingly torn into countless fragments.
    

    

    
      It felt like forever, and yet like only a blink.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, his vision cleared, and the world regained its colors—green mountains, flowing water, a deep blue sky, and cotton-like white clouds—so soothing and familiar, it lifted the spirit.
    

    

    
      Just then, an ominous feeling surged in his heart.
    

    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    

    
      He used the last trace of his inner Qi to dodge an ambush from behind.
    

    

    
      "You?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming darted several zhang away and turned his head. The attacker was Fang Yong—though bound by several Dragon-Locking Needles and missing half a shoulder and an arm—he still looked vigorous and full of fight.
    

    

    
      Fang Yong stared coldly at him. "What a fine trick you pulled—disguising yourself as my Martial Nephew and following us all this way. What exactly are you after?"
    

    

    
      Zhou You, though grievously injured, also stood up at this time, staring fiercely at him. His lip wounds hadn’t healed, making him look even more vicious.
    

    

    
      Seeing their stance, Chen Ming knew they wouldn’t let him go easily. He sighed, "There’s no point in talking. Let’s fight."
    

    

    
      At the same time, he summoned his interface and muttered in his heart: Add points!
    

    

    
      He added a million points into Five Elements True Art.
    

    

    
      【Level: 71】
    

    

    
      【Current Points: 1,783,783】
    

    

    
      【Cultivation Methods: Iron Horse Stance (Fifth Layer - Perfected), Five Elements True Art (Incomplete) (Seventh Layer: 1,242,456/10,000,000)】
    

    

    
      【Combat Techniques: Three Talents Fist (Mastery), Eight Trigrams Saber Technique (Mastery), Zhuang’s Flying Knife (Mastery), Swallow Returns Sword Technique (Mastery), Vermilion Bird Sword Technique (Mastery), Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens (Ninth Layer - Perfected), Heaven and Earth’s Lone Swan (Second Layer: 35,734/2,000,000)】
    

    

    
      【Secret Arts: Disguise Technique (Mastery), Nurturing Artifact Art (First Layer: 1/100,000), Controlling Artifact Art (Ninth Layer: 1/900,000)】
    

    

    
      His level rose by one, and his inner Qi instantly recovered.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming gripped the Phoenix Cry Sword, sneered coldly, and whoosh!—appeared above Fang Yong’s head, slashing down with a single sword, "Die!"
    

    

    
      "No!"
    

    

    
      Zhou You and Fang Yong’s expressions changed drastically. They had thought the kid's strength was drained and corrupted by the purple demonic aura—he shouldn’t have had much power left.
    

    

    
      How could he still move so fast, like a ghost?
    

    

    
      "Senior Brother, look out—"
    

    

    
      Before Fang Yong could finish, he saw Zhou You beheaded in a single stroke—killed instantly. "No—!"
    

    

    
      Moments later, he followed in his senior brother’s footsteps—his own head cleaved off.
    

    

    
      【You have slain a Level 94 enemy. Gained 2,500,000 EXP.】
    

    

    
      【You have slain a Level 98 enemy. Gained 2,500,000 EXP.】
    

    

    
      It seemed that at his current level, 2.5 million EXP per enemy was the cap.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was in a great mood. The EXP he’d just spent on Phoenix Dances Through Nine Heavens and Controlling Artifact Art had all been recovered.
    

    

    
      Honestly, he hadn’t planned on killing the two. He had appreciated Zhou Yilan’s earlier mercy.
    

    

    
      She could have easily killed him when pulling out the sword, yet she had spared him. That was a favor he remembered.
    

    

    
      But he’d intended to let them go—and they’d tried to kill him. So they couldn’t blame him.
    

    

    
      Just then, he heard an unwilling scream in his mind—the Undying Demon Venerable’s consciousness had finally been extinguished by the golden flame.
    

    

    
      "Just like that?"
    

    

    
      He couldn’t believe it.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t this the Undying Demon Venerable? How could its primordial spirit be destroyed so easily?
    

    

    
      Something didn’t feel right.
    

    

    
      Though the golden flame was powerful—enough to burn a First Grade expert—it was still a Demon Venerable. Even the strongest in the world could only suppress it, not destroy it...
    

    

    
      "What’s this?"
    

    

    
      Chen Ming sifted through his thoughts and found several cultivation methods implanted in his mind.
    

    

    
      Undying True Scripture, Grand Art of Divine Soul Fission, Soul Fragmentation Technique.
    

    

    
      In addition, there were many memories that didn’t originally belong to him.
    

    

    
      Some were from the Demon Venerable himself—but they seemed incomplete.
    

    

    
      Others were from several individuals—including Gu Xianyu, and the Second Grade experts he had just killed.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming immediately ignored the memories and techniques—just in case they were traps left by the Demon Venerable.
    

    

    
      Who knew what thoughts might still linger inside? Better not get contaminated.
    

    

    
      Regardless, for now, the crisis seemed resolved.
    

    

    
      Still, he felt an uneasy sense deep inside.
    

    

    
      He stretched out his hand, and a flame the size of a lighter’s spark emerged. "Only this much left."
    

    

    
      He had swallowed the golden flame, thinking he would die.
    

    

    
      But surprisingly, it hadn’t harmed him at all. Only when the demonic sword’s will and the Undying Demon Venerable tried to possess him did the golden flame erupt into a desperate battle.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the demonic sword was pulled out in time, allowing the flame to destroy the Demon Venerable’s primordial spirit.
    

    

    
      Now, only this small flame remained.
    

    

    
      "But—"
    

    

    
      A thought struck Chen Ming, and he absorbed the golden flame back into his body, storing it in his Qi Sea. With each cycle of internal circulation, his Qi became purer.
    

    

    
      "So, Mysterious Fire True Art can refine this golden flame."
    

    

    
      That explained it—back in the Fire Element space, Yu Haitang had suddenly burst out with power beyond First Grade. She must’ve had a corresponding divine item for her Mysterious Wood True Art.
    

    

    
      A doubt in his mind was now resolved.
    

    

    
      "If I train Mysterious Fire True Art to a high level, its power might reach the level of this golden flame."
    

    

    
      He went on to think: If I fully master all Five Elements True Arts and fuse them with five divine items, just how powerful would I become?
    

    

    
      Still, that was just wishful thinking. After what had just happened, once Luo Zhouwu compared notes with Su Zhi Ning, they would figure out who he really was.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t return to Jiangzhou now.
    

    

    
      Come to think of it—where was this place?
    

    

    
      "I’d better find someone and ask."
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to leave, he saw something new beside Zhou You’s corpse—a pitch-black broken sword, and by Fang Yong’s body—a black turtle shell.
    

    

    
      "These... are their life-bound items?"
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      Chen Ming made a beckoning gesture, drawing the two items over. That pitch-black broken sword was of an unknown material—it was unlike metal, yet also unlike jade, but it was incomparably sharp. It should have been a rare divine weapon.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, it had been severed by the Zhi Chi Sword, with the other half left behind in that Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      He tossed the black sword back beside Zhou You’s corpse and turned his attention to the tortoiseshell. The shell was completely black, its surface glossy as though oiled. It had clearly passed through the hands of countless owners, worn down until it had the texture of jade.
    

    

    
      This tortoiseshell was only half the size of a palm, covered in some carved markings that exuded an ancient, timeless aura.
    

    

    
      “ How is this thing supposed to be used? ”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was very curious about the tortoiseshell. Ruan Caihong had said that it was originally a treasure of the Celestial Master Residence, capable of divining fortune and misfortune.
    

    

    
      If what he said was true, then Fang Yong had been able to foresee enemy movements during battle entirely because of this tortoiseshell.
    

    

    
      “ Tortoiseshell, oh tortoiseshell, which direction should I go? ”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming chanted softly, then injected a strand of Gang Yuan into the shell.
    

    

    
      He waited for a few seconds, but nothing happened.
    

    

    
      “ Could it be that I used the wrong method? ”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a gust of wind blew by, and a branch fell from above, landing right in front of him. One end of the branch pointed toward his left hand.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was slightly startled. “ Was that just a coincidence, or did the tortoiseshell truly reveal its spirit? ”
    

    

    
      Left meant east.
    

    

    
      He thought for a moment, then decided to try again.
    

    

    
      “ Where will I find the opportunity to break through to Second Grade? ”
    

    

    
      After asking, he once again injected a strand of Gang Yuan.
    

    

    
      A few seconds later—
    

    

    
      “ Were these two killed by you? ”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a voice sounded abruptly.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Chen Ming felt his heart turn cold, as though locked onto by a chilling killing intent. He snapped his head around and saw a black-clad middle-aged man standing beside the two corpses.
    

    

    
      This black-clad man was extremely strange. His pupils were pure white, and his entire body carried not the slightest trace of living aura. He seemed more like a ghost messenger from the underworld than a human.
    

    

    
      Those stark-white pupils made Chen Ming’s scalp tingle.
    

    

    
      He was actually a descendant of the most terrifying line of the Eight Righteous Gates—the Lineage of Bitter Righteousness. Why did he have to run into one of those madmen?
    

    

    
      What rotten luck.
    

    

    
      The Bitter Righteousness Lineage followed the creed of killing to stop killing. In order to strike fear into the world, as long as someone broke the killing prohibition, once they knew the culprit, they would pursue that person to the ends of the earth. They were truly a bunch of lunatics.
    

    

    
      The threat this man posed to him was even greater than that of Ruan Caihong wielding the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming hurriedly explained, “ I am Gu Xianyu of the Six Doors Authority. These two were disciples of the Nine Nether Sect. I was ordered to capture them. They resisted arrest, so I had no choice but to kill them. ”
    

    

    
      To the people of the Bitter Righteousness Lineage, there was only one circumstance in which they would not pursue someone—when the killing was sanctioned under the law of the imperial court.
    

    

    
      The law of the court was something they still acknowledged.
    

    

    
      The black-clad man spoke coldly, “ Do you have a wanted order or a superior’s command token? ”
    

    

    
      “ This time I came too hastily and didn’t have time to bring it. ”
    

    

    
      “ Very well. Then I will accompany you to the Six Doors. If you are lying, I will kill you. ”
    

    

    
      “ … ”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Ming had no choice but to grit his teeth, carrying the two corpses and following the black-clad man toward Xiazhou City.
    

    

    
      In Xiazhou, the Eight Righteous Gates were even more fearsome than the Six Doors. He would rather face the Six Doors than make enemies of the Eight Righteous Gates.
    

    

    
      Those of the Bitter Righteousness Lineage were all lunatics. Even if he somehow managed to kill this black-clad man, it would only bring endless pursuit upon him.
    

    

    
      As things stood, the Six Doors had four First Grades, but Ruan Caihong was dead. Two were away. The remaining one, Hong Yuze, had been plotted against by Fang Lue with the Mirage Pearl and was surely in grave danger.
    

    

    
      As long as that red-robed Lord Zhong did not appear, no matter who was currently in charge of the Six Doors, once he got there, even if he could not win, he could at least escape.
    

    

    
      That was far better than facing the pursuit of the Eight Righteous Gates!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming followed the black-clad man eastward. After crossing a mountain, Xiazhou City came into view.
    

    

    
      “ So it was eastward after all. Was the tortoiseshell trying to guide me to Xiazhou City? Could it be trying to harm me? Did the tortoiseshell develop a spirit of its own, seeking revenge for its former master? ”
    

    

    
      Various thoughts flashed through his mind.
    

    

    
      Their pace was swift. Before long, they entered Xiazhou City.
    

    

    
      When they arrived at the Six Doors headquarters, they saw the gates heavily guarded, everyone on edge as though facing a great enemy.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s heart tightened. Judging by this, the prison break had already been discovered. He maintained a calm facade. No matter what, the first priority was to send this madman from the Bitter Righteousness Lineage away.
    

    

    
      He raised his voice, “ Prison Warden Gu Xianyu, having slain two disciples of the Nine Nether Sect, has come to report! Go and inform the officials! ”
    

    

    
      “ Lord Gu! ”
    

    

    
      “ He’s alive! ”
    

    

    
      “ Quickly report to Lord Hong… ”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Many of the guards at the gate recognized him and shouted excitedly, especially after seeing the two corpses. Their joy was clear.
    

    

    
      That was the benefit of fame.
    

    

    
      As the youngest Third Grade officer in Xiazhou’s Six Doors, the man who had defeated the Peerless Young Master and married Xiazhou’s number one beauty— even the most ignorant people had surely heard of his name.
    

    

    
      “ That’s—the Killing God of the Bitter Righteousness Lineage! ”
    

    

    
      Finally, someone noticed the black-clad man behind Chen Ming and cried out sharply. At once, the crowd stepped back in unison.
    

    

    
      That alone showed how terrifying the reputation of the Bitter Righteousness Lineage was in Xiazhou City.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming explained, “ Everyone, do not be afraid. This brother of the Bitter Righteousness Lineage happened to witness me killing these men, so he came along to verify that I did so under the command of the Inspector. ”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, the crowd finally relaxed a little.
    

    

    
      Moments later, a man in Fifth Grade constable uniform strode out from within, holding a command token in his hands. He presented it respectfully to the black-clad man. “ This is Lord Hong’s command order. Please have a look. ”
    

    

    
      The black-clad man glanced at it. The ink was still wet, clearly just written.
    

    

    
      Without a word, he turned and left.
    

    

    
      Once he was gone, everyone let out a collective sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      “ The Killing God has finally left. ”
    

    

    
      That Fifth Grade constable wiped cold sweat from his brow before turning to Chen Ming with a broad smile. “ Brother Gu, this time you have truly rendered great merit! ”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was a little puzzled. Could it be that Luo Zhouwu had not told them about the Undying Demon Venerable seizing his body?
    

    

    
      That made no sense. Why would he conceal it?
    

    

    
      He probed cautiously, “ What is the situation now? Have the criminals all been captured? ”
    

    

    
      The constable gritted his teeth and said, “ After ambushing Lord Hong, that scoundrel vanished without a trace. ”
    

    

    
      “ What… Lord Zhong has not acted? ”
    

    

    
      “ Lord Zhong must be at a critical point in his cultivation and has not emerged from seclusion. ”
    

    

    
      “ I see. Then that scoundrel truly profited. ” Chen Ming rejoiced inwardly. This was wonderful news. Without Lord Zhong appearing, no one in the Six Doors could catch him.
    

    

    
      He asked with apparent concern, “ Lord Hong was not badly injured, was he? ”
    

    

    
      The constable lowered his voice. “ Lord Hong was gravely wounded this time, but the news has been sealed off. It cannot be allowed to leak. ”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming nodded solemnly. “ I understand. And what of the prison? ”
    

    

    
      “ That, you must ask Lord Hong directly. ”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside Zeshi Hall.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw Hong Yuze. He was indeed grievously injured, his face pale and his breath feeble to the extreme.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was shocked. “ Lord Hong, how did you get hurt? ”
    

    

    
      “ It is shameful to say—I was ambushed. ” Hong Yuze shook his head, unwilling to dwell on it, and instead asked urgently, “ I heard you killed two disciples of the Nine Nether Sect? ”
    

    

    
      “ Correct. ”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming answered and had the corpses carried inside.
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze, along with several Third Grade Inspectors, gathered around to examine them carefully.
    

    

    
      “ Indeed, they are fiends of the Nine Nether Sect! Their flesh is formidable, and residual demonic aura still lingers. ”
    

    

    
      “ This black sword must be a life-bound artifact. But why is there only one? Where is the other? ”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s expression remained calm. “ When I killed the other, his life-bound artifact disappeared. ”
    

    

    
      One of them barked, “ Hmph! I think you stole it for yourself. Hand it over at once! ”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s face darkened. With a look of grief and indignation, he retorted, “ Zhu Wanlin, do not slander me here! When I was risking my life against the fiends of the Nine Nether Sect, where were you? ”
    

    

    
      That Third Grade Inspector was none other than Zhu Wanlin, the very man who had caused the death of Xia Mudan’s younger brother—his sworn enemy. The man’s immediate accusation that he had taken the artifact for himself was utterly despicable.
    

    

    
      Such enmity clearly stemmed from Xia Mudan.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Chen Ming showed no courtesy and confronted him head-on.
    

    

    
      Zhu Wanlin’s face turned ashen. “ Impudent! You, a mere Fifth Grade, dare to call me by name? Do not think that just because you killed two fiends of the Nine Nether Sect, you are qualified to shout so arrogantly. Guards— ”
    

    

    
      Before he could finish, someone exclaimed in shock, “ First Grade! These two were actually First Grade cultivators! ”
    

    

    
      The words caused an uproar among the crowd.
    

    

    
      Soon, others confirmed, “ They truly were First Grade! Gu Xianyu, you actually killed two First Grades! ”
    

    

    
      “ Hahaha… well done! ”
    

    

    
      Someone clapped in applause.
    

    

    
      The others quickly grasped the significance.
    

    

    
      Today, one of the Six Doors’ First Grade Inspectors had been ambushed, the prison was breached, dozens of jailers were killed, and prisoners of Third Grade and above were either dead or escaped. Their reputation had been utterly shattered.
    

    

    
      If word of this spread, Xiazhou’s Six Doors would become the laughingstock of the entire realm.
    

    

    
      When the court pursued accountability, none of them would escape blame.
    

    

    
      Now, with Gu Xianyu bringing back the corpses of two First Grade experts of the Nine Nether Sect, at least they had something to show, enough to appease the court.
    

    

    
      When punishment came, it would not be too severe.
    

    

    
      To them, Gu Xianyu was nothing less than a savior.
    

    

    
      Zhu Wanlin quickly realized this as well. His face turned deathly pale. Under these circumstances, trying to use his superior position to suppress Chen Ming would only disgrace himself.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming had no intention of letting him off. He sneered, “ What is it, Lord Zhu? You don’t seem too pleased. ”
    

    

    
      Zhu Wanlin lowered his gaze, lips sealed, refusing to respond.
    

    

    
      “ Cough, cough… ”
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze broke the tension. “ Xiao Gu, how exactly did you kill these two? ”
    

    

    
      “ It was mere luck. Before I fought them, they were already gravely injured… ” Chen Ming gave a brief explanation, though doubts still lingered in his heart.
    

    

    
      Why did it seem as though they all knew nothing about Zhou You and Fang Yong?
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      “Why did they all seem completely unaware of Zhou You and Fang Yong’s presence?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming carefully observed the reactions of those present, his heart full of doubt. He tentatively asked, “Lord Hong, these two fiends of the Nine Nether Sect must have come for the purpose of suppressing that demonic sword on the third floor. How is that sword now?”
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze shook his head, his face gloomy, and said, “I fear the chances are slim. I sent men to find Lord Ruan, but he was nowhere to be found. Neither Lord Ruan nor his wife left any trace, and when I questioned the servants of the residence, none knew of their whereabouts.
    

    

    
      “Now, we can only wait for Lord Zhong to come out of seclusion. Only then can we enter the third floor and investigate whether that demonic sword is still there.”
    

    

    
      No way?
    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned for a moment.
    

    

    
      Could it be that Luo Zhouwu had met with an accident inside?
    

    
      Or perhaps he did not trust the people of the Six Doors and deliberately concealed the truth from them…
    

    

    
      No, that didn’t make sense. He couldn’t possibly take out that demonic sword; it had to be suppressed inside that secret realm. No matter what, he could only cooperate with the local Six Doors…
    

    

    
      Therefore, something must have gone wrong.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming speculated inwardly—it was highly likely that after passing through three hands, the demonic sword had recovered a portion of its power. With Luo Zhouwu gravely wounded, he might have been killed by the sword instead.
    

    

    
      “If that’s truly the case, wouldn’t it mean that no one else will ever know what happened inside that secret realm?”
    

    

    
      His heart suddenly leapt with joy. Perhaps, he could continue using Gu Xianyu’s disguise.
    

    

    
      Only to hear Hong Yuze say, “Many died inside the prison. Those villains released the inmates, who suddenly charged out and caused an uproar. Otherwise, none of us would have even realized their true target was the prison… In the end, most of the prisoners were recaptured, but a few still escaped—including a First Grade.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming quickly asked, “So the people who were inside the prison at the time… are you saying they all died?”
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze replied, “Not all. A few managed to survive. Among them were several of your subordinates. In fact, they even said you were there as well, and that you decisively took action, killing off those Third Grade prisoners. Otherwise, no one would have been able to suppress them.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that several of his subordinates had escaped calamity, Chen Ming felt relieved.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, someone asked, “Speaking of which, how did Lord Gu leave the prison? And what about those two Nine Nether Sect fiends? At the time, no one saw you leave through the prison gates.”
    

    

    
      Everyone else turned to look at him as well, clearly harboring the same suspicion.
    

    

    
      That was not easy to explain.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s mind raced, and he decided to tell a partial truth. “Actually, at the time, I was taken hostage by those villains and forced into the third floor…”
    

    

    
      Zhu Wanlin sneered, “Now that’s interesting. Those demonic cultists kill without blinking, yet they spared your life?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming said, “To my shame, the only reason I survived was because Madam Ruan pleaded on my behalf…”
    

    

    
      His words were seventy percent false, thirty percent true.
    

    

    
      When he mentioned Madam Ruan calling those two villains her senior brothers, none of those present showed much surprise.
    

    

    
      After all, many had witnessed Zhou Yilan boldly entering the prison with a guard. Naturally, they could guess she was the traitor.
    

    

    
      “…That’s how it happened.”
    

    

    
      In Chen Ming’s recounting, he had survived only by feigning death. The course of battle was slightly altered—Luo Zhouwu assumed his role, displaying great might and killing Ruan Caihong.
    

    

    
      As for him, he endured until the end. Only when Madam Ruan used the “Zhi Chi Demonic Sword” to tear open space, allowing her two senior brothers to escape, did he seize the chance to follow behind and escape alive.
    

    

    
      And when those two demonic cultists were heavily wounded, he killed them.
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze was visibly moved. “I never expected so many events to occur on the third floor. Such an experience… it is truly hair-raising.”
    

    

    
      He did not doubt Chen Ming’s words.
    

    

    
      Many of the details could not have been fabricated. Gu Xianyu was only Third Grade; without firsthand experience, how could he possibly invent such precise descriptions of battles between First Grade experts?
    

    

    
      Someone asked anxiously, “Then Lord Gu means that the demonic sword wasn’t stolen by those fiends? That it remains inside the third floor?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming shook his head. “I don’t know. When I left, only Senior Luo was still inside. Logically, as long as he retrieved the key from Ruan Caihong’s body, he should have been able to leave. So why has he still not appeared?”
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze realized something was wrong and quickly said, “Hurry, summon Miss Su. See if she can contact her Martial Uncle.”
    

    

    
      At once, someone left to carry out the order.
    

    

    
      Before long, they returned with Su Zhi Ning.
    

    

    
      When Chen Ming saw her, a strange feeling arose in his heart. She seemed somehow changed. He had just seen her in the morning.
    

    

    
      Though much had happened since, in truth only half a day had passed.
    

    

    
      If he had to describe it, it was as though she had gained some trace of worldly dust, and at the corners of her brows lingered sorrow. Unlike before, when she was cold and detached, untouched by any worldly matter.
    

    

    
      Just as he was thinking this, he heard Hong Yuze ask, “Miss Su, you too fell prey to that villain’s plot. How are you now?”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning said, “Thank you for your concern, Lord Hong. I am much better. May I ask why you summoned me?”
    

    

    
      “Does Miss Su have a way to contact Luo Zhouwu of your alliance?”
    

    

    
      “I cannot reach him.”
    

    

    
      “This is troublesome. Your Martial Uncle may be trapped within that secret realm suppressing the demonic sword.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning was startled. “What exactly happened?”
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze said, “Gu Xianyu, tell Miss Su about meeting Luo Zhouwu in the secret realm.”
    

    

    
      Thus, Chen Ming had no choice but to recount the events once more. This time, he kept it brief—saying only that he had encountered Luo Zhouwu in the secret realm, and that in the end, Luo was the only one who remained inside with the demonic sword.
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning’s face changed slightly upon hearing this. “Did Martial Uncle touch that demonic sword?”
    

    

    
      “He did. For about four or five breaths of time.”
    

    

    
      “This is bad. Martial Uncle’s Heaven’s Heart may have been corrupted by the demonic sword. His condition is dire. I must inform my Master immediately.”
    

    

    
      Her eyes flashed with urgency. “Lord Hong, before my Master arrives, do not under any circumstance open that secret realm. Otherwise, it may provoke Martial Uncle.”
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze also understood the gravity of the situation and solemnly said, “Rest assured. I will report everything truthfully to Lord Zhong.”
    

    

    
      For now, only Lord Zhong could open that secret realm.
    

    

    
      After speaking, Su Zhi Ning left in a rush.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Ming understood. At least until Su Zhi Ning’s Master, Yuan Zhixing, arrived, his identity was safe.
    

    

    
      This was the perfect time to deal with certain matters.
    

    

    
      So, after making his excuses to Hong Yuze, he too departed.
    

    

    
      Hong Yuze naturally agreed. As for the matter of another Life-Bound Artifact, no one brought it up again.
    

    

    
      After all, he had rendered such great service, practically saving everyone present. No one would be so tactless.
    

    

    
      Only Zhu Wanlin watched his departing back with a dark expression.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      As soon as Chen Ming left “Zeshi Hall,” he saw Su Zhi Ning leaning weakly against a pillar of the corridor, her face pale. Startled, he hurried forward. “Miss Su, are you alright?”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning clutched her chest with one hand, her eyes shut tightly in pain. Two streams of tears slipped from the corners of her eyes.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. What was this?
    

    
      She… was crying?
    

    
      I didn’t see that wrong, did I?
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    

    
      Su Zhi Ning had already calmed down somewhat. Lowering her head, her voice carried sorrow. She brushed his hand aside and walked away.
    

    

    
      Fine? Impossible.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming knew something was seriously wrong. For someone like her, normally aloof and transcendent, if her emotions wavered, it meant her Dao Heart had become unstable. This was a major flaw in cultivation.
    

    

    
      Watching her departing figure, he grew worried, yet had no idea how to help.
    

    

    
      “This heir of the Heaven’s Path Alliance, she may well have fallen into a Tribulation of Love.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a woman in the uniform of a Third Grade Inspector walked out. She was the only woman present earlier inside “Zeshi Hall,” named Lin Qiong.
    

    

    
      He bowed politely. “Lord Lin.”
    

    

    
      “No need for formality. Soon enough, you and I may be of the same rank.” Lin Qiong smiled warmly, her attitude friendly.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Lord Lin, what do you mean when you say Miss Su has fallen into a Tribulation of Love?”
    

    

    
      Lin Qiong gave him a curious look. “It seems Lord Gu and Miss Su are acquainted. The Heaven’s Heart Manual of the Heaven’s Path Alliance is world-renowned. It is a peerless divine art, but mastering it is no easy feat.
    

    

    
      “Before reaching Fourth Grade, one must maintain a pure and flawless Heaven’s Heart. After advancing to Fourth Grade, however, one must descend into the mortal world, experience its dust, and endure various tribulations. Among them, the most difficult is the Tribulation of Love. Countless Heaven’s Path disciples of extraordinary talent have perished because of it.”
    

    

    
      “Perished?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s eyelids twitched at that word. “You mean one can actually fail to overcome the Tribulation of Love… and even lose one’s life?”
    

    

    
      Lin Qiong said, “Since it is a tribulation of love, naturally most perish for love. Many attempt to solidify their Dao Heart by killing the one who caused them to fall into the tribulation. But in the end, their Dao Heart shatters and they die. Others sacrifice their lives to save their beloved from danger. And some, seeking to rid themselves of the tribulation, lock themselves in seclusion within the Heaven’s Path Alliance… only to die in meditation.”
    

    

    
      She spoke in great detail, finally sighing. “Who knows what fate awaits Miss Su?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “So has no one ever transcended this tribulation and risen to greater heights?”
    

    

    
      “Perhaps some have. Perhaps none. Only the disciples of the Heaven’s Path Alliance would know for certain. Enough, I must go deliver this report.” Lin Qiong clasped her hands and left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming couldn’t help sighing. How had it come to this? A Tribulation of Love?
    

    

    
      Just that morning, she had been fine.
    

    

    
      “Could it be because of Fang Lue’s scheme… rekindling her inner demons?”
    

    

    
      This was truly troublesome.
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      “Should be here.”
    

    

    
      Outside a narrow alley, five people dressed in the uniforms of the Six Doors Authority stopped, staring at the household at the very end.
    

    

    
      There were four men and one woman among them, two with bloodstains on their bodies.
    

    

    
      The tallest man said, “Lord Gu lives in that house.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, none of them moved forward.
    

    

    
      The capable woman scolded angrily, “A bunch of cowards! If not for Lord Gu stepping forward today to hold off those two Third Grade experts, would any of us still be alive? Now that Lord Gu’s whereabouts are unknown, you don’t even dare go and inform his family?”
    

    

    
      These five were Chen Ming’s subordinates. After escaping danger, they searched everywhere for him, fearing the worst. When they could not find him, they left the Six Doors Authority and prepared to inform his family.
    

    

    
      Zhang Dingce gave a bitter smile, “How could we ever forget Lord Gu’s grace? It’s just... I feel that he’s most likely safe. Why make his family worry for nothing?”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun sneered, “Don’t think I don’t know—you’re all just afraid of being scolded! Have you not thought that with the yamen in such chaos, who else will have the time or heart to search for Lord Gu? The only proper thing to do is to inform his family quickly, so they can search for him. If you won’t go, I’ll go myself.”
    

    

    
      She then strode forward.
    

    

    
      Deng Wei immediately followed, and the other three, finding her words reasonable, hurried after.
    

    

    
      “How could we let you go alone? If Lord Gu’s family seeks accountability, we’ll share it together. After all, our lives were saved by him. Even if beaten to death, we’ll have no regrets.”
    

    

    
      In aristocratic families, if guards failed to protect and the master was endangered, they could only atone with their lives.
    

    

    
      The same principle held in the Six Doors Authority. If one’s direct superior was harmed while the subordinates lived safely, that too was a grave dereliction of duty.
    

    

    
      If Lord Gu’s family pressed the matter, how could they be spared?
    

    

    
      The five braced themselves, knocked on the gate of the residence, identified themselves, and were invited inside to a courtyard. Beyond a gauze curtain, they saw a young woman.
    

    

    
      “What brings you all here?” The woman’s voice was melodious, clearly that of a young aristocratic lady.
    

    

    
      Lei Chun asked, “May I ask what relation you have with Lord Gu?”
    

    

    
      The woman behind the curtain answered, “I am his... sister.”
    

    

    
      “So it is Miss Gu.” Lei Chun’s face was full of sorrow. “Today, the Six Doors Authority suffered a calamity. Several criminals broke into the prison. After Lord Gu fought two Third Grade criminals, his whereabouts became unknown. I fear... he may have been captured—”
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Something shattered.
    

    

    
      “What did you say?” the woman behind the curtain cried, her voice panicked. With a swish, she lifted the curtain and appeared before them.
    

    

    
      The five were stunned. What an otherworldly beauty! Her face was breathtaking, her aura soul-stirring. But at this moment, she was pale, her breathing hurried, her voice trembling: “Those... criminals took him where?”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun’s heart filled with regret. To cause such a flawless woman to lose her composure felt like a crime.
    

    

    
      Ashamed, she lowered her head. “I do not know...”
    

    

    
      “When... when did this happen?”
    

    

    
      “About an hour ago—”
    

    

    
      The beauty’s body trembled, her face drained of all color, nearly collapsing. A maid rushed forward to support her and cast a fierce glare at the five.
    

    

    
      “Miss Xia, please don’t worry. Lord Gu is a blessed man, Heaven will surely protect him...”
    

    

    
      At this point, Lei Chun realized the woman’s true identity.
    

    

    
      With such beauty, she could only be the one ranked on the Supreme Beauty List—the daughter of the Qian Money Gang’s leader, the Mortal World’s Regal Flower, Xia Mudan. She was Lord Gu’s wife.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought she held such deep affection for him?
    

    

    
      The rumors that her heart belonged to the Peerless Young Master were clearly nonsense.
    

    

    
      Lei Chun’s heart grew heavier. Lord Gu had just wed this peerless beauty, yet now his fate was uncertain.
    

    

    
      “Sigh...”
    

    

    
      She no longer knew how to comfort Miss Xia.
    

    

    
      The four men dared not speak at all, fearing to offend the lady.
    

    

    
      “Qin’er, bring me my sword!”
    

    

    
      Struggling from her maid’s arms, Xia Mudan said anxiously.
    

    

    
      Zhi Qin pleaded, “Miss, your body has not yet recovered. You mustn’t!”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan spoke faintly, “I knew it. When he helped me dispel the sword intent in my body, he must have paid a great price... That’s why he fell into the enemy’s hands... It was I who harmed him...”
    

    

    
      Tears streamed down as she spoke.
    

    

    
      Zhi Qin shook her head desperately, tears falling as well, yet unable to form words.
    

    

    
      Wiping her tears, Xia Mudan’s expression gradually steadied. “If something happens to Brother Gu... I will not live alone.”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun was shocked. Seeing the lady’s sorrowful face and the determination in her eyes, she blurted out, “No! You mustn’t! Even if Lord Gu were in danger, he would never want you to do such a foolish thing—”
    

    

    
      But Xia Mudan remained unmoved.
    

    

    
      “Bring the sword.”
    

    

    
      Zhi Qin cried harder, yet dared not disobey. She entered the house and retrieved the “Dragon Abyss Sword.”
    

    

    
      When Xia Mudan accepted the sword, the peerless weapon gave a low hum, as if responding to its master’s will. Within its sword cry lingered killing intent.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      “What do we do?”
    

    

    
      The five looked at each other, panic in their eyes. If Miss Xia, unable to find Lord Gu, chose to end her life, they would be beyond redemption.
    

    

    
      They could only follow her.
    

    

    
      Just as they stepped out of the courtyard, someone rushed in from outside shouting, “The Young Master has returned!”
    

    

    
      All turned instinctively. Indeed, tall and graceful, Gu Xianyu strode toward them.
    

    

    
      They all rejoiced. “My lord, you’ve finally returned!”
    

    

    
      Thank heavens!
    

    

    
      The five were so overcome with relief they nearly cried. The crushing guilt had almost suffocated them moments ago. Now the skies had cleared.
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan stood frozen, staring hard at the approaching figure, her vision blurred. Her only thought—merciful Bodhisattva, he’s safe!
    

    

    
      Chen Ming approached, looked at his five subordinates, and nodded. “Seeing you all safe puts me at ease. But why did you come to my home?”
    

    

    
      The five glanced at each other in embarrassment.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhang Dingce reacted quickly, changing the subject. “My lord, where did you go? We thought you were taken by those criminals and were terribly worried.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll tell you when there’s time.” Chen Ming glanced at the sky. “Since you’re here, stay for dinner before leaving.”
    

    

    
      “This—”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun instinctively glanced at Xia Mudan. Surely now, the lord would have much to say to his wife.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming gave them no chance to decline. He called the steward to arrange it.
    

    

    
      Then he turned to Xia Mudan, nodded, and said, “I’m back.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan’s body trembled slightly, then stilled. All her emotions condensed into one phrase: “It’s good you’re back!”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Did you notice that things between Lord Gu and Miss Xia seemed... unusual?”
    

    

    
      In the front hall, only the five subordinates remained. After serving tea, the maid had withdrawn. Liu Yan whispered.
    

    

    
      The others stayed silent, for they had noticed as well.
    

    

    
      Zhang Dingce glared at him. “And you call me foolish? Can’t you see? The lord had already returned and heard Miss Xia’s words. He then stepped out again and re-entered, deliberately having the servants announce him. That isn’t obvious to you?”
    

    

    
      Liu Yan frowned. “But why wouldn’t he just reveal himself? Anyone hearing such words could not remain unmoved. Ah, if only a woman would love me so deeply, I could die without regret.”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun snapped, “Old Zhang, don’t speculate recklessly. Stop spouting baseless things.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not speaking nonsense. I heard the gatekeepers discussing it when I went to the latrine just now.”
    

    

    
      “Then why would the lord do that?”
    

    

    
      “You wouldn’t understand.” Zhang Dingce lowered his voice. “I have a sworn brother who was transferred to the capital. You know of him. A few days ago, he wrote me a letter. He mentioned Lord Gu. Supposedly, Lord Gu already has someone in his heart. For her sake, he even refused a marriage arranged by his family—she was the daughter of a prince.”
    

    

    
      Liu Yan was stunned. “Truly?”
    

    

    
      “Without doubt. Otherwise, with such unparalleled talent, why would our lord be sent to Summer Prefecture City? It was to appease that prince.”
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      Lei Chun suddenly slammed the table, startling the four men. Her face full of righteous anger, she cried, “Then what about Miss Xia? She loves the lord with all her heart. Will he become a heartless man?”
    

    

    
      The men were horrified, wishing they could cover her mouth.
    

    

    
      Zhang Dingce whispered urgently, “Mind your words! This is the lord’s private matter. How could we meddle? You must never say such things before him!”
    

    

    
      “What mustn’t be said before me?”
    

    

    
      And as fate would have it, Lord Gu’s voice came from outside the door, frightening all five into a cold sweat.
    

    

    
      He entered with a smile. “What’s this? Are you lodging complaints against me?”
    

    

    
      Afraid that Lei Chun might blurt something out, Zhang Dingce hurriedly interjected, “My lord, we are guilty.”
    

    

    
      “What guilt?”
    

    

    
      “We thought you had been captured and, fearing for your safety, came to your residence to inform Miss Xia. In her distress, her old wounds may have been aggravated. This is all our fault. Please punish us.”
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      Chen Ming stared at Zhang Dingce for a while, the corners of his lips carrying a strange smile that made Zhang’s scalp tingle. Suddenly, Zhang felt a pang of regret.
    

    

    
      “You all have the cultivation of Fourth Grade, don’t you? After serving as prison wardens for so many years, have your martial skills grown rusty? Let me test you myself.”
    

    

    
      When the five men heard this, they were both startled and overjoyed. The reason they had been assigned to work in the prison was because they were marginal figures without any backing.
    

    

    
      After reaching Fourth Grade, they had no one to guide them and could only fumble along on their own. Their posts made it difficult to earn merit, and without extraordinary luck, breaking through to Third Grade was almost impossible.
    

    

    
      Although Lord Gu was still young, he had already attained Third Grade cultivation. For him to be willing to give them some guidance was an invaluable opportunity.
    

    

    
      “How can we trouble my lord?”
    

    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming led the five subordinates to a spacious courtyard in the rear and said, “I’ll first take a look at your strength. You, come forward.”
    

    

    
      He pointed at Zhang Dingce.
    

    

    
      Zhang Dingce stepped up, cupped his fists solemnly, and said, “Please instruct me, my lord.”
    

    

    
      “Come, use your best technique.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming beckoned him.
    

    

    
      Zhang Dingce did not hesitate. The moment he struck, it was with his strongest move.
    

    

    
      To receive guidance from a Third Grade expert was a chance that came once in a lifetime. Naturally, he had to grasp it well.
    

    

    
      Moments later, by the time Zhang had executed over twenty moves, he suddenly felt his body lighten. His whole figure was lifted and sent flying, crashing straight into a flower bed.
    

    

    
      When he climbed out, his face was covered with dirt, but he showed no resentment at all.
    

    

    
      The other four received the same treatment one after another. All ended up in a sorry state, yet none complained, for Chen Ming’s strikes had been measured and caused no real harm.
    

    

    
      Instead, their hearts secretly rejoiced. This meant that Lord Gu truly regarded them as his own people.
    

    

    
      In the past, Lord Gu’s politeness toward them was also a form of distance. Now that he was willing to instruct them, even taking the chance to discipline them, this was the treatment of true subordinates.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming saw that after being beaten, each one was still smiling broadly, as though they had a taste for suffering. He immediately lost interest.
    

    

    
      Although teaching them this way could also grant him some experience points, the amount was too little, only a few thousand.
    

    

    
      Next, he began genuinely instructing them. As for how much they could comprehend, that depended on their own perception.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Late at night, Lei Chun and the other four finally left.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming did not let them stay overnight, as it was inconvenient.
    

    

    
      “Master.”
    

    

    
      When he returned to his room, just about to take out the tortoiseshell for study, the maid Xia He handed him a letter. “This was delivered earlier this afternoon by Miss Yuyin’s messenger.”
    

    

    
      Gu Yuyin had sent him a letter?
    

    

    
      Chen Ming asked, “Where is the messenger?”
    

    

    
      “He has been settled. Do you wish to see him?”
    

    

    
      “Forget it, it’s too late. I’ll see him tomorrow. You may go.”
    

    

    
      After dismissing her, Chen Ming took out the letter and quickly read through it. It stated that in a few days, it would be her grandfather’s sixtieth birthday, and she invited him to attend.
    

    

    
      The letter also mentioned something that caught his attention.
    

    

    
      The Gu Family had already learned of Gu Xianyu’s breakthrough to Third Grade. According to clan rules, they would send a Second Grade or higher elder to impart martial arts and techniques to him.
    

    

    
      Most likely, it would be the Fifth Uncle who was closest to him. By now, that uncle was probably already on his way.
    

    

    
      At the end of the letter, Gu Yuyin also congratulated him, saying that after reaching Third Grade, he would finally gain the clan’s attention.
    

    

    
      “This is troublesome.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming felt a headache after reading.
    

    

    
      That so-called “Fifth Uncle” had been the one teaching Gu Xianyu martial arts, essentially half his master. He was also the only elder in the Gu Family who treated him with genuine kindness.
    

    

    
      This man was very familiar with Gu Xianyu’s martial skills. Once he arrived, if Chen Ming displayed martial arts, his disguise would be seen through immediately. After all, although both practiced ice-attribute internal force, the nature of their cultivation methods was fundamentally different.
    

    

    
      “It seems this identity can’t be maintained much longer.”
    

    

    
      Rubbing the letter into powder, Chen Ming thought silently.
    

    

    
      In fact, he had already prepared a contingency plan: feign death, then vanish without a trace. That was the best way to handle it.
    

    

    
      But—
    

    

    
      What about Xia Mudan?
    

    
      What if she took it badly and chose to die for him?
    

    
      “‘If something were to happen to Brother Gu… I would never live alone—’”
    

    

    
      The words she had spoken earlier that day still sent a jolt through his heart.
    

    

    
      “What a foolish girl. We’ve only known each other such a short time, and already she talks about life and death together…”
    

    

    
      Hadn’t it only been that he defeated her in the arena?
    

    

    
      Hadn’t it only been that they bowed to Heaven and Earth, becoming husband and wife in name?
    

    

    
      Hadn’t it only been that he saved her once?
    

    

    
      As he thought of this, Chen Ming froze. Though the time they had known each other was short, their experiences together were not few. It was no wonder she had given her heart to him.
    

    

    
      A strange restlessness welled inside him. Ever since hearing her resolute words, it was as if an invisible bond had been tied around his heart.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming took out the black tortoiseshell and muttered, “You guided me back to Xiazhou City… was it because you didn’t want me to leave regrets in my heart?”
    

    

    
      The tortoiseshell, polished into a jade-like luster, gleamed with mystery under the oil lamp.
    

    

    
      “Do you think I should tell her the truth?”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to infuse it with energy, a sudden thought struck him.
    

    

    
      This tortoiseshell was already a treasure. What if he activated it using the Controlling Artifact Art?
    

    

    
      He thought it, and immediately acted, channeling the technique.
    

    

    
      At once, he felt an immense suction from the tortoiseshell, like a bottomless abyss, endlessly drawing in his internal force.
    

    

    
      “What’s happening?”
    

    

    
      Startled yet delighted, he did not break the connection but allowed the tortoiseshell to devour his energy.
    

    

    
      Moments later, when his force was nearly depleted, the tortoiseshell finally glowed with a faint radiance. A strange, indescribable ripple spread out.
    

    

    
      In that instant, scenes filled Chen Ming’s mind—moments of his own death, one after another, flashing like slides.
    

    

    
      Soon, the visions disappeared.
    

    

    
      The tortoiseshell in his hand dimmed, its brilliance greatly faded.
    

    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming’s pupils shrank slightly.
    

    

    
      There were five different scenes of his death. Among them, three featured people he recognized.
    

    

    
      One was the black-clad man from “Eight Righteous Gates.”
    

    

    
      Another was Zhou Wentao of the “Hall of Sentiments and Righteousness,” the one who had helped Zhu Wanlin injure Xia Mudan.
    

    

    
      And in another vision, the one who killed him was actually Su Zhining!
    

    

    
      As for the remaining two, one was a handsome middle-aged man, and the other wore the uniform of a First Grade Inspector of the Six Doors Headquarters.
    

    

    
      The first two, of course, had clear reasons to want him dead.
    

    

    
      As for Su Zhining, according to Lin Qiong, she too had a motive.
    

    

    
      “So this is the tortoiseshell’s warning? A glimpse of future calamities?”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming looked at the tortoiseshell, his gaze now utterly different.
    

    

    
      If it was true, then this was a divine artifact capable of foreseeing the future!
    

    

    
      In the vision where he died at Su Zhining’s hands, he had reverted to his true identity as Chen Ming.
    

    

    
      “In other words, I must not reveal myself to her.”
    

    

    
      As long as he did not return to being Chen Ming, that calamity could be avoided.
    

    

    
      In the deaths at the hands of the “Eight Righteous Gates” and “Hall of Sentiments and Righteousness,” however, he wore the face of his previous life. In the latter case, he was even with Xia Mudan.
    

    

    
      He analyzed, “This suggests that if I abandon Gu Xianyu’s identity and slip away from Xiazhou City, the Eight Righteous Gates will come for me.”
    

    

    
      As for the other two visions, he was still disguised as Gu Xianyu.
    

    

    
      Chen Ming was stunned. No matter whether he stayed or left, death awaited.
    

    

    
      “Heavens, what sin have I committed, that I cannot escape death?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      He brooded the entire night until dawn, then decided not to dwell on it.
    

    

    
      There was too little information—just a few visions, not enough to draw conclusions.
    

    

    
      “Strike while the iron is hot by strengthening myself!”
    

    

    
      He resolved that the only way to survive these calamities was to rely on his own strength.
    

    

    
      With enough power, no fate could not be defied.
    

    

    
      Once he understood this, a sense of clarity came.
    

    

    
      Now, the Phoenix Cry Sword’s golden flame was gone, and the Undying Demon Venerable’s soul had dispersed. His two greatest trump cards had been lost.
    

    

    
      With his current strength, among Third Grade cultivators, few could defeat him.
    

    

    
      Against Second Grade, though he might lose, he should still be able to escape.
    

    

    
      But if he faced a First Grade… things would be grim.
    

    

    
      “So, the priority is to break through to Second Grade as soon as possible.”
    

    

    
      Chen Ming began to ponder.
    

    

    
      He still lacked two million experience points to reach Second Grade.
    

    

    
      The problem was, where could he obtain them?
    

    

    
      All the Second and Third Grades in the prison had been killed by him. At the time, it had been the best choice, but now it left him without a steady source of experience.
    

    

    
      “Wait—there’s a ready-made source right at home.”
    

    

    
      Putting away the tortoiseshell, Chen Ming summoned Xia He, freshened up, and went to find Xia Mudan.
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu, good morning.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan looked much better, joy glimmering in her brows and eyes. Her tender gaze was enough to soften even stone.
    

    

    
      But Chen Ming, pressed by looming calamities, had no mood for romance. He said, “Sister, it seems your injuries have healed quite well.”
    

    

    
      The single word “sister” made Xia Mudan blush. Lowering her gaze, she whispered, “Thanks to Brother Gu helping me dispel the sword intent, I have indeed recovered greatly.”
    

    

    
      “In that case, let us spar a little, to help you loosen your muscles.”
    

    

    
      “If Brother wishes, little sister will of course accompany you.”
    

    

    
      So the two went out to the courtyard.
    

    

    
      “Brother Gu, watch my sword.”
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan did not use the Dragon Abyss Sword. Her strikes carried no killing intent; instead, each move contained lingering tenderness. Any martial artist could sense it.
    

    

    
      This must be the romance of a heroine—others used poetry to express love; she used swordsmanship to compose a love poem.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, against Chen Ming the mood-breaker, she lasted only a few moves before being defeated.
    

    

    
      Xia Mudan’s eyes filled with a hint of grievance. “I lost.”
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