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      Chapter 1: Thieves' Den
    

    

    
      “Welcome to the Thieves' Den.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt like someone who had napped into the evening—his eyes opened, but his mind remained dazed, a sense of disorientation reflecting on his retina as though he had awakened in another lifetime.
    

    

    
      Stone floors, marble walls, a ceiling inlaid with luminous pearls—though there were no windows, a gentle breeze still flowed through, keeping the air fresh.
    

    

    
      Without a doubt, this place was a modified cavern.
    

    

    
      Why am I here?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing instinctively tried to stand, but his buttocks felt glued to the chair with some kind of universal adhesive.
    

    

    
      No matter how he moved, he couldn't leave his seat!
    

    

    
      Noise stirred around him, and only then did Yan Qing notice there were three others in the hall besides himself.
    

    

    
      They each occupied one position around the marble table in the center of the room.
    

    

    
      Like him, they were trying to stand but were similarly restrained by some strange force, locked in place.
    

    

    
      Their outfits varied, but they shared a similar theme—each was dressed to resemble an animal.
    

    

    
      From Yan Qing's angle, left to right, they were:
    

    

    
      The one in a black wolf-hide hood—‘Wolf’.
    

    

    
      The one in a white fox mask—‘Fox’.
    

    

    
      The one with a scarf made of crimson snakeskin—‘Snake’.
    

    

    
      But even ‘Wolf’ and ‘Snake’, who wore no full masks, still had their faces obscured by veils, making identification impossible.
    

    

    
      So that means...
    

    

    
      Yan Qing realized something, and as if anticipating their first reactions upon awakening, the hall had copper mirrors hung on every wall.
    

    

    
      So by slightly turning his head, he could see his own appearance:
    

    

    
      A furry creature with yellow firewood-colored fur... a wolf?
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect the Thieves' Den secret realm to actually be real.”
    

    

    
      ‘Fox’ chuckled, his voice magnetic and evocative of a noble scoundrel: “Only the greatest thieves get summoned here for a big score. That means we’re all in the same trade, right?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know where you’re from, but where I come from, only government dogs poke into other people’s business.” ‘Snake’ slouched lazily in his chair, but his words were sharp: “I’m here to see if there’s a big score, not to make friends.”
    

    

    
      “See no evil, speak no evil, hear no evil.” ‘Wolf’ spoke steadily, his voice seasoned with years of underworld experience: “Since the Thieves' Den gave us disguises, let’s refer to each other by code names.”
    

    

    
      “I’m Black Wolf.”
    

    

    
      “You’re White Fox.”
    

    

    
      “He’s Red Snake.”
    

    

    
      “And this thief king seated at the head... is Yellow Dog.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing's eyes widened.
    

    

    
      He forgot his situation for a moment and argued, “My mask is clearly a wolf!”
    

    

    
      “Wolf? More like a country mutt! Not even the kind used for hunting—just one good for guarding gates.”
    

    

    
      White Fox somehow produced a folding fan, snapping it open to cover his mask as he mocked him mercilessly:
    

    

    
      “How strange. By the standards of the Thieves' Den, the four of us should be the strongest thieves under fourth transition.
    

    

    
      The one sitting in the main seat is supposed to be the thief king beneath Foundation stage.
    

    

    
      Yet this time, the thief king didn’t get the wolf, fox, or snake masks—just the dog?”
    

    

    
      “Maybe the masks aren’t linked to strength,” Red Snake seemed to defend Yan Qing, then turned the tone: “Maybe the Thieves' Den assigned them based on personality? Can’t the thief king be an honest and loyal dog? Right?”
    

    

    
      Faced with their ridicule, Yan Qing remained silent—not because he was too angry to speak, but because something they said was extremely important.
    

    

    
      “Enough arguing,” Black Wolf suddenly said.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the stone table contracted to reveal a deep cavity.
    

    

    
      A massive sand table rose slowly from within.
    

    

    
      During the moment of silence, Yan Qing finally collected his thoughts and realized where he was.
    

    

    
      After graduation, he had joined a game company as a level designer.
    

    

    
      The company operated a fantasy MMORPG called 《The Messenger》.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing was purely a single-player elitist and hated the idea of working in the game after work.
    

    

    
      So he barely played his company’s game.
    

    

    
      After helping colleagues tweak a few dungeons, the company decided he wasn’t busy enough and gave him more work—design a new dungeon.
    

    

    
      As a new hire, he didn’t qualify to create major eight-player endgame content.
    

    

    
      Instead, he was assigned a low-level four-player dungeon for practice.
    

    

    
      While designing it, a thought struck him—what if the dungeon connected to the main world? Wouldn’t that be more immersive?
    

    

    
      So he spent a week working on the idea and submitted a proposal titled “Thieves' Den.”
    

    

    
      According to his design, the dungeon location was naturally the Thieves' Den.
    

    

    
      The Thieves' Den was a secret safehouse created by a legendary thief lord, known only to a chosen few top-tier thieves.
    

    

    
      “Thieves' Den” was a four-player instance.
    

    

    
      Upon being summoned, players would appear in the hall of the cave, automatically disguised by the system to enhance immersion—
    

    

    
      After all, many players looked ridiculous, and cutscenes would end up looking like an alien convention.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing remembered finishing the proposal during an overtime session at home.
    

    

    
      After emailing it, he collapsed onto his bed and passed out.
    

    

    
      When he next opened his eyes, he had arrived here.
    

    

    
      This cave.
    

    

    
      These four disguised thieves.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t this exactly the “Thieves' Den” he had designed?
    

    

    
      So not only had I transmigrated into 《The Messenger》, I even started inside my own dungeon?!
    

    

    
      The sand table was now fully formed, with tiny lifelike figures moving across it, as if an entire city had been shrunk onto the table.
    

    

    
      Above the sand table, lines of text appeared, clearly visible to all four from any direction:
    

    

    
      “Target of this heist: Chang'an, Anguo Temple, Bingzi Pepper Forest”
    

    

    
      “Arrival Location: Eastern Archway, Vermillion Bird Avenue”
    

    

    
      “Arrival Time: Five days from now, third quarter of midday”
    

    

    
      “Exit Condition: Remain within Vermillion Bird Avenue for half a quarter, and you will return to the Thieves' Den”
    

    

    
      “Exit Deadline: Fifth quarter of midday”
    

    

    
      “Heist Success: Obtain the Token - Bingzi Pepper Forest”
    

    

    
      “Heist Failure: Lose 9000 spirit jade and permanently lose access to the Thieves' Den”
    

    

    
      At the same time, golden light burst from a grand temple on the sand table.
    

    

    
      The hall turned transparent, and everyone could see a silver-bladed straight sword resting in a massive golden cabinet at the rear of the temple.
    

    

    
      Just as Yan Qing had designed it—what made “Thieves' Den” unique was that the dungeon only handled the planning.
    

    

    
      The real combat took place in the main world.
    

    

    
      But the emphasis was on the preparation—if done well, the theft could succeed without any fighting.
    

    

    
      If combat was triggered, it could lead to being ganged up on and failing the mission.
    

    

    
      In a game, this might be fun.
    

    

    
      But in the real world?
    

    

    
      Attempting to steal a national treasure from the heart of a city—wasn’t this just begging to die?
    

    

    
      “Bingzi Pepper Forest? Isn’t that Emperor Zhou’s sword?
    

    

    
      And it’s not in the palace, but in Anguo Temple?”
    

    

    
      White Fox grew excited.
    

    

    
      “Now that is a worthy target.”
    

    

    
      “This reward is interesting...” Red Snake tapped the table.
    

    

    
      “Turning Bingzi Pepper Forest into a token...”
    

    

    
      “How do we split it?” Black Wolf asked.
    

    

    
      “There’s only one Bingzi Pepper Forest.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t forget, there could be other treasures in the safe with it,” White Fox laughed.
    

    

    
      “Even if the sword is useless as a token, there will be plenty of people in Qi or Liang eager to buy it just to insult Zhou.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a voice rang in their ears:
    

    

    
      “Movement unlocked. Personal rooms now accessible. Teleportation enabled. Please return to the Thieves' Den before the drop time, or it will count as a failed heist.”
    

    

    
      Black Wolf stood and found he could move again.
    

    

    
      “I have business. I’m leaving. Let’s reconvene this time tomorrow to plan the heist.”
    

    

    
      Without waiting for a response, he turned and walked through a back door.
    

    

    
      A sharp click followed—clearly, others could not enter his personal room.
    

    

    
      “So aloof,” White Fox fanned himself and murmured, “Let’s ignore him. Shall we chat—”
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing slammed his door shut, escaping as if running for his life.
    

    

    
      White Fox glanced at Red Snake.
    

    

    
      Red Snake gave him a cold stare.
    

    

    
      The two exchanged glances for a moment, then turned and entered their own rooms.
    

    

    
      Inside his personal room, Yan Qing finally relaxed.
    

    

    
      In theory, they couldn’t attack each other inside the Thieves' Den.
    

    

    
      But this wasn’t a game—Yan Qing wasn’t going to gamble on that.
    

    

    
      He checked his pockets and moved his body a bit.
    

    

    
      He quickly confirmed one fact:
    

    

    
      Though he had transmigrated into the game world, he was still just an ordinary human.
    

    

    
      More accurately, an unclassed, roughly level 1 mortal.
    

    

    
      But the dungeon he designed—“Thieves' Den”—was meant for players between first and fourth transitions, i.e., levels 10 to 39.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t even reached the minimum level requirement.
    

    

    
      He also lacked the world’s currency: spirit jade.
    

    

    
      He remembered that many missions in 《The Messenger》 penalized players by deducting spirit jade.
    

    

    
      If players didn’t have enough (which was rare), they would die and lose experience instead.
    

    

    
      The more jade you lacked, the more EXP was lost.
    

    

    
      Losing experience was bad enough.
    

    

    
      But if he didn’t come up with 9000 spirit jade in five days and failed the heist...
    

    

    
      Could he give up the mission?
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Not stealing equaled forfeiting.
    

    

    
      But the price was losing jade—or dying.
    

    

    
      For a player, that was no big deal.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing was a real person!
    

    

    
      He forced himself to calm down and realized things weren’t completely hopeless.
    

    

    
      Though he didn’t know why he ended up in this dungeon as one of the thieves...
    

    

    
      The other three seemed quite capable.
    

    

    
      Maybe they could complete the heist without his help.
    

    

    
      He could just ride their coattails.
    

    

    
      But...
    

    

    
      There was a peephole in the door.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing peered out and saw the hall was empty.
    

    

    
      His three teammates had returned to their rooms.
    

    

    
      They weren’t transmigrators like him.
    

    

    
      Nor were they players.
    

    

    
      They were likely native to this world.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was certain because of something he said earlier—his words had come out in this world’s language.
    

    

    
      So had his teammates'.
    

    

    
      Yet he understood them perfectly without knowing why.
    

    

    
      Only after speaking himself did he realize something was off.
    

    

    
      But they understood “Thieves' Den” in great detail.
    

    

    
      They knew what kind of people were summoned here.
    

    

    
      They showed no fear of stealing a treasure.
    

    

    
      Clearly, they were criminals deeply immersed in this world.
    

    

    
      If they realized how weak he truly was...
    

    

    
      Wouldn’t they strike him down?
    

    

    
      Even in online games, there were high-level players who bullied low-level alts—how much more so in a world where strength dictated survival?
    

    

    
      And this world had supernatural powers—just reaching level 10 and transitioning granted abilities beyond normal human limits.
    

    

    
      So not only did Yan Qing need to survive this heist...
    

    

    
      He had to make sure his teammates never realized he was just a weakling tagging along!
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      In Chang'an City, at the Jin Duke's residence, outside a room in the inner courtyard, many maidservants were waiting.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a cold voice came from inside the room: "Wu Qiu, Shi Dong, come in, only you two."
    

    

    
      The two maidservants closest to the room gestured for the others to move away, then swiftly entered the room and closed the door behind them.
    

    

    
      When they saw the person inside, they couldn't help but show an expression of surprise, and whispered with a smile, "Where did the young lady get that wolf hat? It's so cute!"
    

    

    
      The person inside the room was none other than the Black Wolf, who had appeared at the Thieves' House.
    

    

    
      The Black Wolf glanced at the two maidservants and growled, assuming an intimidating stance, "Dare to mock me? Do you believe I'll bite you?"
    

    

    
      After some playful banter, the two maidservants helped the Black Wolf remove her hood, coat, chainmail, under-armor, skirt armor, shoulder guards, and other protective gear. Though the two were quite skilled, removing the armor still took them quite a bit of effort, especially since some pieces were made of a special alloy combining copper and gold, thin yet heavy, and simply taking them off left the maidservants sweating.
    

    

    
      Once the armor was removed, the seemingly muscular Black Wolf transformed into a tall young woman.
    

    

    
      She instructed Wu Qiu and Shi Dong to maintain the armor, then walked out of the room and asked the guards outside, "Yu Fu, where is the Duke now?"
    

    

    
      The head of the guards replied, "He is in the Changqiu Hall meeting with his subordinates."
    

    

    
      "Inform the Duke, I have an urgent matter to report."
    

    

    
      "Understood."
    

    

    
      The Black Wolf quickly arrived at the Changqiu Hall's courtyard and waited. 
    

    

    
      After a short while, a middle-aged official came out of the hall, and the Black Wolf greeted him first, "Lord Yang, the country's affairs must be tiring."
    

    

    
      "Not tiring," the middle-aged official quickly replied, "If I didn't work for the country's cause, how could I repay the Grand Chancellor's promotion? Please, Young Miss, advise the Grand Chancellor to take care of his health. I see him rising early and staying up late for the country's affairs, and I truly worry for him. The Great Zhou cannot go a day without the Grand Chancellor."
    

    

    
      "Understood, Lord Yang. You truly deserve to be the loyal and devoted person that Father holds in high regard."
    

    

    
      After entering the Changqiu Hall, the Black Wolf waited for the guards to close the door, then immediately spoke to the middle-aged man behind the desk: "Father, Yang Xing is a treacherous man who pretends to be loyal. He's cunning both inside and out, you must not entrust him with important matters."
    

    

    
      The person in front of her was none other than the owner of the Changqiu Hall, the Jin Duke of the Great Zhou Dynasty, the Grand Marshal of the Imperial Army, the Grand Tutor, the Grand Chancellor, and the Medicine Master Mo Ke.
    

    

    
      Mo Ke smiled and said, "I already know. These people like Yang Xing are trying all ways to get their hands on the secret realms controlled by the Medicine Master family. But have we not been trying to take back their controlled realms too? Don’t worry, I’m aware of it. By the way, Wen, you have something to report?"
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      The Black Wolf, Mo Ke's daughter, Medicine Master Wen, spoke: "I was summoned into the Thieves' House's secret realm and was given a theft mission. The target is the 'Bingzi Pepper Forest' stored in Anguo Temple."
    

    

    
      "Thieves' House?!"
    

    

    
      Mo Ke immediately stood up, hurriedly walking over to Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      "You didn't encounter any danger, did you?"
    

    

    
      "No, just as the rumors say, the Thieves' House is just a safe house for thieves, and there are no demonic creatures in the secret realm." Medicine Master Wen said, "Moreover, the Thieves' House has teleportation abilities. I can now come and go from the Thieves' House at any time... Father, the Thieves' House can quietly teleport me to the Jin Duke's residence, so it should be able to teleport me anywhere in the world!"
    

    

    
      "As long as we control the Thieves' House, our Great Zhou's military power can descend on the southern Jiangnan of Liang, the endless night sky of Qi, and the entire world will be within our grasp!"
    

    

    
      Although his daughter painted a grand picture, Mo Ke did not seem overly excited. Instead, he asked, "I remember that the Thieves' House only recruits experienced thieves. Why were you invited? Speaking of which, last year, the great thief 'Ye Lang' appeared in Chang'an, and you volunteered to take on the Ye Lang case with your Embroidered Guard. In the end, more and more nobles from the country were harmed, and quite a few people have come to me complaining about it."
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen snorted: "Those people live in luxury, only seeking pleasure. What’s wrong with using their money to strengthen the Embroidered Guard?"
    

    

    
      "You, you." Mo Ke shook his head. "If you’re not careful and expose your identity, do you know what others will say?"
    

    

    
      "If they knew that the great thief of Chang'an is the Jin Duke's daughter, they would definitely put their treasures in the most obvious places." Medicine Master Wen said nonchalantly, "Father, why do you try to win over the useless families of the Yuwen and Helan clans? Instead, you push capable ministers like the Duke of Ancheng and the Duke of Wei aside?"
    

    

    
      Mo Ke's brows furrowed: "National matters are not for you to interfere with. Who told you to speak for Medicine Master Xian, Du Shu, and Uncle Yu?"
    

    

    
      "No one told me. For the past two years, my Embroidered Guard has eyes and ears all over Chang'an. Apart from finding out which noble family has money, we’ve also gathered much real intelligence." Medicine Master Wen said, "Father, I've been holding this in for a long time, but the people you trust are all useless, and those with ability are being suppressed by you. If this continues..."
    

    

    
      "Silence!"
    

    

    
      Mo Ke shouted, and Medicine Master Wen immediately stopped speaking. 
    

    

    
      After a moment, Mo Ke exhaled deeply, his tone becoming calmer: "The Yuwen and Helan families are pillar families of the Great Zhou, holding control over secret realms and military power. If we don’t unite with them, the court will be in chaos. Once the court is in chaos, the regions will be in chaos. Do you know how many spies from Qi and Liang are waiting for us to make a mistake? The big picture is the most important; you must never speak like this again."
    

    

    
      "I understand, Father."
    

    

    
      “Continue talking about the Thieves’ House.” Medicine Master Mo Ke did not want to argue with his daughter: “You’ve always made plans before acting. Since you came to find me, you must already have a strategy in mind.”
    

    

    
      “Since it's confirmed that the Thieves’ House exists, it’s only natural to take control of it,” Medicine Master Wen said. “The Thieves’ House has recruited four thieves in total. Five days from now, they will transport us to Vermillion Bird Avenue. At that time, Father will have people ambush the Anguo Temple to capture the other three and leave only me to complete the theft mission. Then I will become the sole owner of the Thieves’ House.”
    

    

    
      “But to prevent the Thieves’ House from continuing to recruit thieves, Father, you should find three skilled individuals and have them become infamous thieves as quickly as possible. That way, no matter what, the Thieves’ House will be a secret realm of our Great Zhou.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Mo Ke pondered for a moment and did not immediately agree.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen found this unbelievable. 
    

    

    
      She thought that the Thieves’ House’s first mission being in Chang’an was practically a blessing for Great Zhou. 
    

    

    
      After all, no matter how powerful the other three thieves were, once surrounded by the twelve legions of the Left Rear Guard, they would have no way out. Why hesitate when such an opportunity was within reach?
    

    

    
      “This is a serious matter. I need to think it through,” Medicine Master Mo Ke said. “You may leave for now.”
    

    

    
      He paused and then added, “You should pretend to truly steal from Bingzi Pepper Forest. Don’t expose any flaws. If there’s danger, it’s better to give up the Thieves’ House than to risk everything.”
    

    

    
      “Father, rest assured, I will never let anyone discover anything,” Medicine Master Wen said seriously. “The Thieves’ House will certainly become the new secret realm of our Great Zhou!”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In the city of Eternal Night, at the Governor's Mansion of Lecheng County, a figure wearing a white fox mask suddenly appeared in an empty room.
    

    

    
      Before she could remove her attire, a hurried voice came from outside: “County Governor, County Governor, have you returned?”
    

    

    
      “What’s the matter?”
    

    

    
      “His Majesty has summoned you to the palace and has urged you twice already!”
    

    

    
      The White Fox was startled. 
    

    

    
      She quickly removed her mask and armor, and when she stepped outside, she had transformed into an elegant, magnificently dressed female county governor. 
    

    

    
      The carriage was already prepared, and soon the White Fox entered the palace through a side gate. 
    

    

    
      Here, she could no longer ride in a carriage and had to walk. A eunuch, wearing a black veil, silently led the way.
    

    

    
      Inside the palace, there were guards every five steps and sentries every ten steps. 
    

    

    
      The guards, wearing ghostly masks, stood like tombstones at the side of the road. 
    

    

    
      Despite the scorching sun overhead, the palace complex extended endlessly, gleaming with gold and jade. However, inside the palace, there was a deep, eerie atmosphere, with not a breeze to be felt. 
    

    

    
      It was as quiet as a graveyard, as if, aside from the White Fox and the eunuch leading her, no other living beings existed.
    

    

    
      She walked through winding paths, climbing a series of long steps.
    

    

    
      When the White Fox arrived at the entrance of the main hall, the four ghostly guards at the gate gave her a cold glance, and the malevolent aura that surged through her body sent chills down her spine.
    

    

    
      Without speaking, the ghostly guards moved like iron molds, as if their bodies were filled with lead. 
    

    

    
      With just a push from their palms, they opened the golden-red palace doors. 
    

    

    
      Inside, the windows were tightly shut, and the place was pitch dark, relying only on candles for light. 
    

    

    
      A sickly sweet odor, nauseating and almost suffocating, wafted toward the White Fox. It seemed as if a giant fireball burned in the center of the hall, obscuring her vision.
    

    

    
      As soon as the White Fox took a step inside, she sensed something was wrong. 
    

    

    
      The carpet beneath her feet was disturbingly sticky. 
    

    

    
      Upon closer inspection, she realized it wasn’t a carpet, but rotting flesh and meat that had been minced into a paste, spread across the floor, with patterns even woven from the textures of the flesh!
    

    

    
      The White Fox lowered her head and took small steps toward the center of the hall. The closer she got to the giant fireball in the center, the more she could hear faint, almost imperceptible cries of anguish. 
    

    

    
      She could also smell the sickeningly sweet scent that seemed to dissolve into her brain, making her feel nauseous.
    

    

    
      But she didn’t dare to look up. When she reached the stairs, she managed to keep her voice calm: “Your Majesty, I have arrived.”
    

    

    
      “Look up.”
    

    

    
      The White Fox looked up. 
    

    

    
      Despite having prepared herself mentally, she was still struck dumb by the scene before her.
    

    

    
      The beautiful woman on the throne was wearing only a translucent veil, almost completely naked as she reclined upon it. Behind her, nine tails extended, and the giant fireball she had seen earlier was actually caused by her tails burning.
    

    

    
      However, upon closer inspection, it became apparent that those were not tails at all. 
    

    

    
      The woman had actually attached nine spinal columns to her back. Countless fingers were stitched to the vertebrae, writhing and twisting in the flames. 
    

    

    
      At first glance, it seemed like a furry tail.
    

    

    
      The flames appeared to have no heat, and the fingers remained unscathed, but the cries of anguish came from within those fingers, as if countless restless souls were trapped inside!
    

    

    
      “Ru Shi,” the woman asked, “the nine-tailed fox of ancient times must have looked like this, right? Do you think I am beautiful, or do you think the legendary nine-tailed fox is beautiful?”
    

    

    
      The White Fox forcibly suppressed the shock in her heart and nodded: “Your Majesty is beautiful.”
    

    

    
      “Then tell me, who is more beautiful, you or I?”
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty is beautiful.”
    

    

    
      “Lies!”
    

    

    
      The woman stretched out her hand, and the White Fox was immediately pulled toward her, her chin resting on the woman’s hand. 
    

    

    
      The woman’s fingers entered the White Fox’s mouth and gripped her tongue, causing the White Fox to stiffen, nearly unable to move!
    

    

    
      The city of Eternal Night was clearly a no-fighting safety zone. 
    

    

    
      It was one of the three major cities of the Central Plains, and theoretically, no one in these safety zones could actively harm others. Yet, this woman seemed able to bypass the laws of nature and play with life as if it were in her grasp!
    

    

    
      “The Mirror of Mysticism clearly told me that the most beautiful person in Eternal Night is you! Why are you lying to me? Are you betraying me too?”
    

    

    
      The White Fox could not speak and could only look at the woman in despair. 
    

    
      The woman released her tongue, and the White Fox gasped for air, coughing twice before hastily saying: “Ru Shi did not lie! To Ru Shi, a beautiful appearance is the most mundane part of beauty. Power and authority are the true beauty, everlasting beauty, the kind that crushes all beneath it! Therefore, the most beautiful person in Great Qi must undoubtedly be Your Majesty! In Your Majesty’s presence, I, Ru Shi, am nothing but a pale skull, unworthy of mention!”
    

    

    
      The woman before Ru Shi was none other than the ruler of Great Qi, Ying Le.
    

    

    
      Ying Le remained silent, simply stroking Ru Shi’s face. 
    

    

    
      She seemed to be lost in thought as a cold, pale smile gradually spread across her face. Ru Shi’s heart quivered, and she quickly said: “I was just summoned by the Thieves’ House!”
    

    

    
      Ying Le froze, immediately straightening up, her expression becoming serious.
    

    

    
      “The secret realm Thieves’ House, which can teleport to anywhere in the world? No wonder you suddenly disappeared from Eternal Night... What did you encounter inside?”
    

    

    
      Looking at Ying Le, who was listening intently, Ru Shi felt a brief sense of daze. 
    

    

    
      She seemed to see the wise, martial, and kind-hearted queen again. But the nine burning tails behind Ying Le, her almost bare body, and the sickly sweet smell of blood in the air, quickly brought Ru Shi back to reality.
    

    

    
      Ru Shi briefly explained the situation with the Thieves’ House and her target for theft, analyzing: “I roughly guessed the backgrounds of the other three thieves. Black Wolf uses our Great Qi dialect, but some of the idiomatic phrases he uses are from the Zhou Kingdom, so he is clearly from Zhou; Red Snake’s accent and grammar are from the southern regions, likely from Liang; Yellow Dog’s accent is unidentifiable, and he barely speaks, but from his movements, he seems rather timid, probably a thief without much combat ability.”
    

    

    
      Ying Le interrupted her: “There’s only one thief group in Great Qi, the ‘Fox Ghosts.’ Do you have any relation to them?”
    

    

    
      Ru Shi knelt on the blood-soaked carpet and confessed: “At first, it was because there were several disobedient noble families when I was a county magistrate, so I thought I would use bandits to clean them up. Later, I found that I could use them to gather rebellious men. Instead of letting them harm the region, I might as well manage them to do dirty work. That’s how the Fox Ghosts were formed. I must have been summoned by the Thieves’ House because I am the leader of the Fox Ghosts.”
    

    

    
      “‘Fox Ghosts’ has been growing stronger recently, and I can no longer manage them. I beg Your Majesty to send someone to take over.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, a series of synchronized footsteps sounded outside the hall. 
    

    

    
      Ru Shi looked back and saw a group of ghostly warriors marching in. 
    

    

    
      As they drew near, Ru Shi’s face instantly turned ashen—each of the warriors had three or four human heads tied to their waists!
    

    

    
      And these heads were exactly those of the skilled subordinates and leaders of the ‘Fox Ghosts’ under her command!
    

    

    
      The ghostly warriors placed the heads on the ground, stacking them into a formation named ‘Fox Ghosts’ 京观, then silently left the hall.
    

    

    
      “From now on, you can focus on planning for the Thieves’ House,” Ying Le flicked her fingers, and a ball of fire burned the Fox Ghosts’ 京观 to ashes as easily as flicking dust away. “How could the county governor of the Ying family be associated with such lowly, wild ghosts?”
    

    

    
      “Ru Shi understands.” Ru Shi’s head was pressed to the carpet, and the sweat from her forehead trickled into the blood-soaked carpet.
    

    

    
      Although the Fox Ghosts’ base was not far from Eternal Night, the speed was terrifying. 
    

    

    
      The only possibility was that as soon as Ying Le discovered she was missing from Eternal Night, she immediately sent people to massacre the Fox Ghosts!
    

    

    
      No suspicion, no questioning, no preliminary procedures, just killing!
    

    

    
      “I have never heard of anyone controlling the secret realm of the Thieves’ House. I make no demands of you, just don’t let others control the Thieves’ House. However, I am very interested in Bingzi Pepper Forest.”
    

    

    
      “Ru Shi will definitely present Bingzi Pepper Forest to Your Majesty!”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In Jiangnan City, the Merchant family, Zhiyuan Residence.
    

    

    
      Zhiyuan Residence was the study of Shang Qiao, the third son of the Prime Minister of Liang and the Chief of the Prime Minister’s Office. 
    

    

    
      Normally, no one would dare to barge in, but at this moment, Shang Qiao had to stop his work and entertain an unexpected guest.
    

    

    
      “Who bothered you again?”
    

    

    
      “Look, I haven’t even spoken, and my brother is already like this.” Shang Xinlei sat down, covering her face as she cried. “I know no other sister is as interesting as me. In the end, brother has no place for me in his heart.”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao had no way to deal with his sister. 
    

    

    
      She was already uncontrollable in the household, and after becoming a messenger, no one could reign her in. 
    

    

    
      He sighed, took out his token, and said, “Take it, do whatever you want, but remember to return it after you’re done.”
    

    

    
      “Brother, you guessed wrong. I’m not here to ask you for something; instead, I bring great news.” Shang Xinlei did not take the token and said proudly, “I just came back from the Thieves’ House.”
    

    

    
      “Oh... hmm?”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao was stunned for a moment before realizing, “You were summoned by the Thieves’ House? I remember the Thieves’ House is a four-person secret realm. Did you expose your identity? ...Wait, how did you get summoned into the Thieves’ House?”
    

    

    
      “Huh? You don’t know I’m ‘Feather Snake’?” Shang Xinlei picked up some pastries and stuffed her cheeks full. “I’ve asked you for help with disposing of stolen goods several times. I thought you already knew.”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao stood up in shock. “You’re the infamous thief, Feather Snake!?”
    

    

    
      “You didn’t even know I was Feather Snake? Brother, you really don’t care about me.” Shang Xinlei sighed. “If you’re going to treat me like this, it would be better if you just ignore me.”
    

    

    
      “You... you... sigh...” Shang Qiao rubbed his temples and sat down. “I thought you were just playing around. You’ve always been sneaky... I’ll inform Father about you being Feather Snake, and as for the Thieves’ House, don’t get involved—”
    

    

    
      “Why?” Shang Xinlei widened her eyes. “This is a legendary secret realm. Not only did it move me from Jiangnan City into the Thieves’ House, but in five days, it’ll even let me go to Chang’an to steal Bingzi Pepper Forest! I’ve wanted to visit Chang’an for a long time!”
    

    

    
      “To Chang’an, to steal Bingzi Pepper Forest!?”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao was so shocked that he nearly fell out of his chair. “You’re not even at the second level yet, and you dare to go to Chang’an alone? You’re not going anywhere! Wait until Father returns—”
    

    

    
      “Father will definitely allow me to go.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei suddenly calmed down. “The Thieves’ House is a national treasure and a family heirloom. Father would never miss an opportunity to get involved. Although Father loves me, he cares even more about the family.”
    

    

    
      “I know my cultivation is nothing compared to the Shang family’s standards, but if I can control the Thieves’ House, maybe I can... control my future.”
    

    

    
      Looking at his serious and mature sister, Shang Qiao was momentarily speechless. After a pause, he asked, “So, you became Feather Snake and started stealing just to be summoned by the Thieves’ House?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei blinked and shook her head before turning and leaving the room.
    

    

    
      “No, I just like it.”
    

    

    
      This sister really couldn’t sit still.
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao felt a headache coming on. After some thought, he decided to wait for Father to return to discuss this. But as soon as he sat down, he realized something was off.
    

    

    
      “My new purple brush, where is it?”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Inside the Thieves’ House, Yan Qing, with nowhere to return to, was inspecting his temporary new home.
    

    

    
      There was a bed, a water heater, a bathroom, and a shower. 
    

    

    
      Except for the lack of windows, it was essentially no different from a hotel suite. 
    

    

    
      In the center of the room was a circular teleportation array. When Yan Qing stepped onto it, a portal appeared before him, and on the other side was a forest path.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was not foolish enough to walk into an unknown place. 
    

    

    
      For now, the personal room in the Thieves’ House was his safest shelter. However, ten minutes later, Yan Qing changed his mind—there was no food in the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      Not only was there no food in his room, but he also ventured to the hall to look around and found none!
    

    

    
      There was running water, and showering was no problem, but without food, unless Yan Qing was planning to starve, staying in the safe house was essentially waiting to die!
    

    

    
      However, although Yan Qing didn’t find any food, he did make another discovery.
    

    

    
      On the bedside table, he found a handheld gaming console. 
    

    

    
      It was casually placed there, looking like the room’s owner would pick it up and play a game before bed. In fact, Yan Qing suspected this game console was the very same one he had in his original world—its appearance was identical, and even the tempered glass film that was slightly crooked was the same!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing pressed the power button and waited, holding his breath. Three seconds later, the screen slowly lit up:
    

    

    
      “Welcome to the Naiser Handheld Gaming Console.”
    

    

    
      There were no prompts to connect to Wi-Fi or update, but the account was automatically logged in, and the system went directly to the main interface. 
    

    

    
      The game library was empty, and all the games Yan Qing had previously purchased were gone, leaving only one free-to-play online game:
    

    

    
      “The Messenger.”
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      Yan Qing had forgotten when he had downloaded this game, probably to pass an inspection, since he worked at a gaming company, and it would be inappropriate not to have his own company's game on his console.
    

    

    
      He probably had only opened it once, registered a character, and never played it again.
    

    

    
      So, what’s going on here? Not only have I crossed into a game world, but I’m even playing an MMORPG, which I dislike the most?
    

    

    
      To take it a step further, even if I can open this game, this world has no other players, does it? Could this be the infamous single-player private server?
    

    

    
      Though it felt somewhat confusing, since he had nothing else to do, Yan Qing clicked to open the game 《The Messenger》.
    

    

    
      "Resist harmful games, reject pirated games.
    

    

    
      Be aware of self-protection, beware of scams.
    

    

    
      Moderate gaming benefits the brain, excessive gaming harms health.
    

    

    
      Arrange your time reasonably, and enjoy a healthy life."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was somewhat disappointed. 
    

    

    
      He had thought that the game would have transformed after entering this world, with functions like "Deep Blue Stats" or "Simulation Modeling." But seeing these eight lines, he felt that the game was probably just a game after all.
    

    

    
      Then, the opening CG flashed by quickly. 
    

    

    
      Strangely, even the account login was skipped, and it went directly to the character selection screen.
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing looked at his character list, he froze.
    

    

    
      He still remembered that the character he registered was called "Laplace Demon," which was his universal character name across all games. 
    

    

    
      It was supposed to be a female character with an appearance somewhere between Shiranui Mai and Tifa, and the most time he had spent on this game was in the character creation screen.
    

    

    
      However, the only character in the game library was named "Yan Qing," and visually, it was a male character who resembled him extremely closely. 
    

    

    
      The location shown was "Secret Realm · Thieves' House."
    

    

    
      Could it be…?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s eyes flickered, and an inexplicable excitement arose in his heart. 
    

    

    
      He decisively chose to log into the character "Yan Qing"!
    

    

    
      However, the screen popped up a login failure message.
    

    

    
      "This character is already in the game."
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing tried several times, but he still couldn’t log in.
    

    

    
      If he wasn’t mistaken, this game character "Yan Qing" should represent himself. 
    

    

    
      This also meant that as long as he logged into this character, he could strengthen himself in the game.
    

    

    
      Attribute points, pet recruitment, weapon inlay, skill enhancement… Even the most basic, run-of-the-mill experience point system would be a huge help to Yan Qing!
    

    

    
      Because 《The Messenger》 had quite a variety of gameplay, in addition to fighting monsters, players had many ways to gain experience and hone skills. 
    

    

    
      Yan Qing might be able to level up quickly in a short period of time.
    

    

    
      However, since he couldn’t log in, everything was in vain.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked at the screen unwillingly. To log into the "Yan Qing" account, he would have to log off himself, but besides death, was there any other way to log off? 
    

    

    
      He couldn’t bring up the game panel in reality to exit the game—he had tried every system incantation, from ‘linkstart’ to ‘Deep Blue.’
    

    

    
      Even though he knew this console was the only lifeline to this world, unfortunately, it was like a flower in the mirror or a moon in the water—visible but unattainable.
    

    

    
      For the next half hour, Yan Qing tried various methods to "log off," such as pretending to sleep to fool the console, but to no avail. He lay on the bed, looking at the screen with an expression of frustration, like a billionaire who had forgotten his bank card password.
    

    

    
      "Sigh."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing placed the console on the bedside table, pulled the blanket over himself, no longer caring, and went to sleep.
    

    

    
      But in less than two minutes, he picked up the console again—he refused to believe that this console was completely useless!
    

    

    
      However, the screen now didn’t show "Character Selection," but rather "Create New Character." It was likely that when Yan Qing had put the console down, he had accidentally pressed another character slot, so the system directly entered the new character creation section.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing instinctively wanted to exit, but suddenly realized something: if the game character "Yan Qing" really represented him, what would happen if he created a new character?
    

    

    
      Since he had nothing else to do anyway.
    

    

    
      The first step was the character creation and naming process. 
    

    

    
      Yan Qing instinctively wanted to create a female character, somewhere between Tifa and Shiranui Mai, but the console had clearly mutated. 
    

    

    
      What if he created a curvy female character, and the console mistakenly identified her as his body…? 
    

    

    
      Yan Qing decided not to take the risk, but he also couldn’t be bothered to design his own face. He simply selected the default male character face #01.
    

    

    
      The next step was the attribute allocation, which was the main focus. 
    

    

    
      Yan Qing hadn’t really studied this game, but he was still a player, so with a quick glance at the introduction, he more or less understood what was going on.
    

    

    
      The starting character has four main attributes: "Health," "Spirit," "Agility," and "Comprehension."
    

    

    
      "Health" affects the character's health points, stamina, physical attack power, physical defense power, movement speed, vision, disease and toxin resistance, and a series of other body-related secondary attributes.
    

    

    
      "Spirit" affects the character's mana, skill strength, mental resistance, intuitive perception, and a series of other soul-related secondary attributes.
    

    

    
      "Agility" affects the character's attack speed, dodge rate, hit rate, and other skill-related secondary attributes.
    

    

    
      Among them, "Agility" is negatively weakened by one-third of the difference between "Health" and "Spirit." For example, if a character has 20 points in Health and 10 points in Spirit, their "Agility" will be reduced by -3, meaning the character's agility value will be reduced by 3 in calculations.
    

    

    
      This is because both high health and low spirit, like a 'brain-dead big car driver,' and low health and high spirit, like a 'genius in a wheelchair,' mean the character cannot fully exert their potential, and this shows up in the data as a reduction in agility.
    

    

    
      But no matter what, "Health," "Spirit," or "Agility" are not as important as the fourth attribute: "Comprehension!"
    

    

    
      "Comprehension" affects the rate at which the character’s skill experience increases, with every 1 point of Comprehension increasing experience by 1%.
    

    

    
      A new character only has 10 free attribute points, and even if all of them are allocated to "Comprehension," it only increases the experience by 10%. It doesn’t seem like much, and adding them to other three attributes would give the initial character a better gameplay experience. 
    

    

    
      However, Yan Qing learned while chatting with colleagues that in 《The Messenger》, there are very few ways to increase Comprehension, while Health, Spirit, and Agility all have various methods of improvement.
    

    

    
      Many players find it difficult to level up by the time they hit the fourth class transfer because they didn’t allocate enough points into Comprehension, while those with maxed Comprehension can only hit a bottleneck by the sixth class transfer. Moreover, 《The Messenger》 is a subscription-based MMORPG, and maliciously, it doesn't provide any reset attribute items, meaning players who allocate their points wrong must start over with a new character.
    

    

    
      1 point in Health, 1 point in Spirit, 1 point in Agility, and 10 points in Comprehension!
    

    

    
      Next, he selected the game mode. However, Yan Qing noticed that the first two options, "Adventure Mode" and "Shura Mode," were grayed out and unselectable, leaving him with only "Real Mode" to choose.
    

    

    
      "Adventure Mode" is the most popular PVE mode with normal experience gains;
    

    

    
      "Shura Mode" is a PVP-exclusive mode that grants 200% experience gains, allowing players to level up quickly in PVP battles, while greatly reducing rewards from dungeons and wild monsters, essentially only allowing players to play in the battlefield;
    

    

    
      "Real Mode" grants players an additional 5% experience, but the cost is that they only have one life, and death results in the permanent deletion of the character.
    

    

    
      Clearly, only self-punishing players and experts would choose "Real Mode." Yan Qing had never tried Real Mode, but at this point, he had no choice but to give it a try.
    

    

    
      As for the character's name, he decided to go with... 'Yan Yi'!
    

    

    
      He could choose from three affiliated beginner villages of the three main cities: "Jiangnan Affiliated Beginner Village," "Chang'an Affiliated Beginner Village," and "Nevernight Affiliated Beginner Village." Yan Qing randomly selected "Nevernight Affiliated Beginner Village" and then chose to start the game.
    

    

    
      As the screen lit up, Yan Qing saw the newly created character 'Yan Yi' appear in a village, wearing cloth clothes and holding a wooden stick, not even wearing shoes.
    

    

    
      Ah, this really is just a game?
    

    

    
      I thought I would cross over or something...
    

    

    
      Yan Qing got familiar with the controls and planned to accept a quest and level up, but after walking around the village twice, he immediately realized something was wrong—there was no one in this beginner village?
    

    

    
      Not only was there no one, but it was also in ruins—burnt houses, collapsed grass huts, knee-high weeds—everything looked like an abandoned village. He entered one of the burnt houses and saw a water tank. He clicked to check if there was anything inside, and then the screen displayed a horrifying scene that made Yan Qing’s eyelids twitch: inside the water tank were two highly decayed skeletons, one large and one small. From their clothing, it appeared to be a woman and a child.
    

    

    
      Standing in the center of the village, Yan Qing was confused. 
    

    

    
      There were no quests, no monsters, no beginner village, what should he do next?
    

    

    
      There was a road leading out of the village, and Yan Qing could only try to explore along the path. 
    

    

    
      This time, his luck was good, and he soon reached the main road, even seeing some passersby. When he asked for directions, the passersby either avoided him or raised their weapons in caution. Only a kind old farmer told him: "Keep going forward, and you’ll reach Pingcheng, but you should head back to the village."
    

    

    
      Pingcheng, though not the main city of the game, should have quests, right? Even if there were no quests, at least there would be NPCs. Yan Qing thought that even if he couldn’t level up by killing monsters, he could still learn skills from other NPCs to level up.
    

    

    
      Pingcheng was indeed very close, or rather, ‘Yan Yi’ moved very fast. Within a few minutes, he arrived. Although ‘Yan Yi’ only had 1 Health, which was the average health for an adult, as a game character, ‘Yan Yi’ could consume stamina to run faster, and when his stamina was about to run out, he would return to normal speed and wait for his stamina to recover. Just this "run-walk" cycle was enough to make 'Yan Yi' pass many merchants and peasants along the way.
    

    

    
      At the city gate, there were hunched woodcutters carrying firewood, local nobles riding donkeys with followers, and traveling merchants carrying bundles. 
    

    

    
      They were all lined up on the left side of the city gate, waiting to enter the city. On the right side, although there were also guards, no one was entering from there.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was naturally too lazy to wait in line, so he went straight through the right side, but was stopped by the guards.
    

    

    
      Guard: "Who are you?"
    

    

    
      Yan Yi's character in the game popped up a dialogue option.
    

    

    
      Yan Yi: "Traveler, I want to enter the city."
    

    

    
      Guard: "Where’s your pass?"
    

    

    
      Yan Yi: "Pass? I don’t have one."
    

    

    
      Guard: "Who do you know here?"
    

    

    
      Yan Yi: "I don’t know anyone."
    

    

    
      From the screen, it was clear that the guard scratched his chin and then exchanged glances with the other guards. 
    

    

    
      They gave a strange smile, and then two guards came over, one on the left and one on the right, flanking 'Yan Yi' and pushing him into a camp near the city gate.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing tried to leave, but the Game Notification ‘Yan Yi’’s health was too low, and his strength was not enough to break free from the two guards’ control.
    

    

    
      Once inside the camp, a muffled sound suddenly echoed, and 'Yan Yi' collapsed to the ground. 
    

    

    
      The screen went black, and the health bar dropped by one-third.
    

    

    
      Soon, the health bar was depleted, and the game displayed a prompt:
    

    

    
      "You died."
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      After the character died, the game automatically returned to the character selection screen, leaving only “Yan Qing” as the sole available character.
    

    

    
      “Yan Yi” had lived for less than twenty minutes from birth to death.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was completely baffled.
    

    

    
      No, why?
    

    

    
      From the situation, Yan Qing naturally understood that “Yan Yi” had been killed by those two guards, but… why?
    

    

    
      What was the reason?
    

    

    
      “Yan Yi” didn’t even have shoes, nothing on his body—so why kill him?
    

    

    
      It was just a game; in real life, if something like this happened, Yan Qing would never rest in peace.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing immediately created a new character, “Yan Er,” with the same appearance and attribute distribution, and still selected “Realistic Mode.” 
    

    

    
      Although he could pick a different starting village, Yan Qing wanted to find out why those guards killed him, so he chose to be born again in the “Buye Tian’s Starter Village.”
    

    

    
      Arriving in the ruined, dilapidated village, Yan Qing controlled “Yan Er” and immediately headed toward Pingcheng.
    

    

    
      Just as he reached the main road, he felt the game console’s linear motor vibrate. 
    

    

    
      Turning his view around, he saw a group of knights galloping up from behind. 
    

    

    
      The knights were clad in heavy armor, wearing Ghostly masks—just through the screen, Yan Qing could feel their imposing aura.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing paid no heed and continued walking forward with “Yan Er,” and then—
    

    

    
      “Chah!”
    

    

    
      “Yan Er” was impaled from behind by a long lance. 
    

    

    
      The lead knight, using the horse’s momentum, lifted him off the ground, then raised the lance high and flew “Yan Er” through the air like a kite. 
    

    

    
      The other knights laughed boisterously—this scene reminded Yan Qing of a group of young guys cheering when one of them kicked a soda can into a trash bin.
    

    

    
      When “Yan Er”’s health bar emptied, the Ghostly knight flung the lance, hurling “Yan Er” into a fleeing woodcutter hiding by the roadside. 
    

    

    
      They collided heavily, rolled together for a moment, and fell to the ground.
    

    

    
      “Yan Er” didn’t survive, and the woodcutter, an innocent bystander, was likely doomed as well.
    

    

    
      As the knights’ triumphant hoofbeats faded into the distance, the game displayed a prompt:
    

    

    
      “You have died.”
    

    

    
      After this run ended, Yan Qing put down the console and went to the bathroom, organizing his scattered clues.
    

    

    
      Firstly, he was certain that the NPCs in the game must be real people—they were the only ones capable of reacting like that. They might even be real people from the main world outside. When Yan Qing controlled “Yan Yi” and “Yan Er,” those two individuals must have appeared in the outside world.
    

    

    
      Secondly, though other areas might differ, the environment in the “Nightless Sky Affiliated Region” was extremely hostile—guards were like wolves, knights like tigers. 
    

    

    
      These people gave no chance for communication; if they wanted to kill you, they just did.
    

    

    
      Logically, since the surroundings of the Nightless Sky were tough, he could have gone to Chang’an or Jiangnan. But since he crossed into this world, he had been holding back resentment—crossing randomly, entering the Thieves’ House for no reason, getting dragged to this place for no reason… even being killed in a game inexplicably!
    

    

    
      In real life he kept meek; in the game, would he not dare strike back?
    

    

    
      More importantly, Yan Qing found that character death carried no penalty—death itself was the only cost—so that gave him much more room to maneuver!
    

    

    
      He created another new character, but this time he didn’t choose the default Face #01. He went with Body Type #06: the big muscular build.
    

    

    
      At the attribute distribution screen, the default “Health” was suddenly 3, and Yan Qing still had 10 unspent attribute points!
    

    

    
      Indeed, in “The Messenger,” body shape affected default Health. 
    

    

    
      Normal players wouldn’t do this—sacrificing fashion for just 2 extra health points is like losing a watermelon to pick up sesame seeds. 
    

    

    
      Of course, some players with unique aesthetic tastes deliberately chose this build—they would carefully pick outfits to create an “Ancient God’s Appearance” to shock all other aesthetically normal players.
    

    

    
      Then Yan Qing put all attribute points into Health, creating a character ahead of the game curve: starting stats of Health 13, Soul 1, Agility 1, Comprehension 0. It’s notable that Health only matters early on; in mid- and late-game, Soul and Agility are the focus, and a Comprehension of 0 means he would face a leveling bottleneck at the fourth rebirth—even with the 5% experience bonus in Realistic Mode.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing didn’t intend to play this character long-term—he just wanted to vent his resentment, so he didn’t care about Comprehension.
    

    

    
      He named the character “Yan San” and descended into the “Buye Tian’s Starter Village”!
    

    

    
      It was the same shabby village, but this time with a different character. 
    

    

    
      Yan Qing noticed the sun was angling west in the sky—it was already afternoon—further confirming that the game was tied to the real world outside.
    

    

    
      “Yan San” headed toward Pingcheng and didn’t encounter those knights this time. He moved much faster. 
    

    

    
      The high Health gave high stamina and stamina recovery, and the tall build meant longer strides, allowing “Yan San” to reach Pingcheng’s city gate in just a few minutes.
    

    

    
      Nothing seemed changed—same people queueing, same guards at the gate—but the city gate now showed an additional head—“Yan Yi”’s head was hung by straw rope at the gate, with a “Mountain Bandit” tag inserted in its hair.
    

    

    
      One had to admit that humans adapted quickly.
    

    

    
      After two in-game character deaths, Yan Qing no longer felt much toward this scene.
    

    

    
      But what he needed to do remained unchanged—he controlled 'Yan San' to walk to the door, and when the guard came over to question him, he gathered strength and punched, knocking out the man's teeth!
    

    

    
      The guard, struck with such force, fell straight to the ground, and the spear in his hand naturally dropped as well.
    

    

    
      ‘Yan San’ immediately picked up the spear and thrust it into the ground three times in a row.
    

    

    
      The scream the guard was about to let out was choked by the blood in his throat.
    

    

    
      After twitching a couple of times on the ground, he no longer had the strength to move.
    

    

    
      This sudden scene stunned everyone around.
    

    

    
      The farmers and woodcutters entering the city quickly backed far away.
    

    

    
      The guards at the other gates shouted loudly, but none dared approach.
    

    

    
      “There’s a bandit killing people!”
    

    

    
      “Quick, call the archers!”
    

    

    
      “Get the shields!”
    

    

    
      “This is a bandit here to assassinate a noble, quickly call the Hundred-Guardian Knights!”
    

    

    
      Since they wouldn’t come over, Yan Qing would go to them!
    

    

    
      ‘Yan San’ charged forward, spear in hand, toward the guards.
    

    

    
      But these guards weren’t cowards either—they boldly surrounded him.
    

    

    
      However, ‘Yan San’ was a mini Lü Bu with 13 points in health.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t need any fancy moves; just random jabs and backsteps were enough to stab two guards to death.
    

    

    
      Seeing the situation turn bad, the last guard immediately turned and fled.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing originally wanted to chase after him, but just then, the game prompted that 'Yan San' had leveled up—
    

    

    
      "You have comprehended 《Basic Spearmanship》, current level: 1."
    

    

    
      "Your health increased by 0.1."
    

    

    
      "Your spirit increased by 0.5."
    

    

    
      "Your dexterity increased by 1."
    

    

    
      "You have reached level 2!"
    

    

    
      This showed that in the early stages, health, spirit, and dexterity were easy to increase.
    

    

    
      It was only because 'Yan San' had a high base health that the level-up only added 0.1.
    

    

    
      In a normal game environment, these three attributes weren’t worth deliberately investing in.
    

    

    
      But in this bizarre and chaotic world, having no strength in the beginning meant having no right to a future!
    

    

    
      The level-up had taken a moment, and Yan Qing saw that the last guard had run far away, so he didn’t bother chasing.
    

    

    
      He was here to vent his anger, not to die.
    

    

    
      If he rushed in, he’d definitely get surrounded and beaten.
    

    

    
      It was better to see if he could fight guerrilla-style outside the city gate.
    

    

    
      If more people came to guard the gate, he’d just stab them too.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wanted to see how many people this city could send to guard the gate.
    

    

    
      The sound of pounding hooves came from afar, and even the controller's motor vibrated.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing shifted the camera and saw a squad of Ghostly Knights charging from inside the city toward the gate.
    

    

    
      He thought, wasn’t this perfect—his target enemies had delivered themselves.
    

    

    
      So he waited by the city gate.
    

    

    
      The lead Ghostly Knight said something, and the other knights suddenly pulled on their reins.
    

    

    
      Only he continued charging alone at ‘Yan San’.
    

    

    
      Just as his long spear was about to hit, ‘Yan San’ executed a perfect dodge, entering a 0.1-second aerial slow-motion state, and stabbed the Ghostly Knight!
    

    

    
      《The Messenger》 did have action elements, but they required very high precision and offered only moderate rewards—
    

    

    
      This also related to ‘Yan San’ having low dexterity.
    

    

    
      If his dexterity were higher, he could attack multiple times in slow-motion.
    

    

    
      Faced with the full-force blow of 13 health, a barrier like glass suddenly appeared on the Ghostly Knight’s body.
    

    

    
      The spear shattered upon impact, yet the knight didn’t fall from his horse; he merely tilted slightly.
    

    

    
      A token!
    

    

    
      This Ghostly Knight had already changed class into a Messenger!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt both surprised and that it made sense.
    

    

    
      《The Messenger》 was a world with supernatural powers, so the rulers naturally wielded such power.
    

    

    
      But now he couldn’t win the fight.
    

    

    
      Among mortals, 13 health was indeed invincible.
    

    

    
      But against a Messenger who had already changed class, he was just a stronger mortal.
    

    

    
      Just as Yan Qing was about to go all out, the Ghostly Knight pulled on the reins and stopped attacking.
    

    

    
      Instead, he said: "You, not bad! Come with me!"
    

    

    
      A quarter of an hour later, Yan Qing watched as ‘Yan San’ entered the military camp, registered his name, received a set of bloodstained, filthy leather armor, a hard bow, a long spear, and a shield.
    

    

    
      He even got to live in a fairly luxurious single-person barrack and had a knight-slave at his command.
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      Survived?
    

    

    
      The last two times he’d died unjustly without doing anything.
    

    

    
      But this time, after killing a few people, he got pulled into the army instead?
    

    

    
      “You’ll practice spearmanship and archery tonight and rest well.”
    

    

    
      “If you’re still alive tomorrow, I’ll recommend you to become a Hundred-Guardian.”
    

    

    
      After saying that, the Ghostly Knight left.
    

    

    
      This person’s way of doing things was just like this land—strange, rough, and savage.
    

    

    
      But since he had survived, Yan Qing kept playing.
    

    

    
      The military camp was huge—one could even call it 'spectacular'.
    

    

    
      Dining hall, bathhouse, everything was present.
    

    

    
      It was like a city within a city, with buildings of blue bricks, neatly lined.
    

    

    
      Compared to the military camp, the outer Pingcheng looked like a poor relative’s home.
    

    

    
      The training areas and equipment were also incredibly varied.
    

    

    
      There were even places to simulate siege warfare, street battles, and forest combat.
    

    

    
      When ‘Yan San’ approached the spear and archery training areas, the game popped up: “Participate in spear/archery training?”
    

    

    
      Choosing “Yes” made ‘Yan San’ automatically participate, without needing Yan Qing’s input.
    

    

    
      "You have comprehended 《Basic Spearmanship》, current level: 2."
    

    

    
      "You have comprehended 《Basic Spearmanship》, current level: 3."
    

    

    
      "Your health increased by 0.1."
    

    

    
      "Your spirit increased by 0.5."
    

    

    
      "Your dexterity increased by 1.5."
    

    

    
      "You have reached level 3!"
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      "You have comprehended 《Basic Spearmanship》, current level: 5."
    

    

    
      "You have comprehended 《Basic Archery》, current level: 4."
    

    

    
      "Your health increased by 0.1."
    

    

    
      "Your spirit increased by 0.5."
    

    

    
      "Your dexterity increased by 1."
    

    

    
      "You have reached level 5!"
    

    

    
      "You have unlocked your personal and public storage. Press the + key to view."
    

    

    
      When dusk dyed the sky blood red, ‘Yan San’ had already reached level five.
    

    

    
      His spearmanship and archery skills were notably superior to ordinary Hundred-Guardian Knights.
    

    

    
      Others had initially been wary of the stranger ‘Yan San’, but after two hours of training, many had a complete change of attitude.
    

    

    
      Some even invited ‘Yan San’ to dine with them.
    

    

    
      It seemed that in this place, strength naturally earned preferential treatment.
    

    

    
      The Hundred-Guardian Knights’ meals were quite good—there was actually meat, buns, and pork rib soup.
    

    

    
      This place that looked ancient in style wasn’t much worse than modern society in terms of living standards.
    

    

    
      However, Yan Qing looked at this scene and sighed, because he had a very real problem: he was hungry too.
    

    

    
      So what if the in-game character was powerful?
    

    

    
      Everything in there was fake—no matter how full the game character was, the real him would still go hungry.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yan Qing saw a "Pick Up" icon appear over the roasted lamb leg on the screen.
    

    

    
      He instinctively pressed it, and the right side of the screen showed the lamb leg had been added to his personal storage.
    

    

    
      Oh right, after 'Yan San' reached level five, he unlocked personal and public storage.
    

    

    
      Opening the personal storage, he immediately saw the lamb leg sitting in the first slot.
    

    

    
      The personal storage had 4×4=16 slots total—if identical items could be stacked, then it wasn’t a small capacity.
    

    

    
      Opening the public storage, it had a total of 5×5=25 slots—this was a bit limited.
    

    

    
      There must be expansion items in the game; otherwise, players would definitely run out of space.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to exit the storage page, Yan Qing suddenly thought of something.
    

    

    
      Public storage?
    

    

    
      That meant this was a shared storage usable by all accounts, right?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing returned to 'Yan San’s' personal storage, selected the lamb leg, and sure enough, the option "Transfer to Public Storage" popped up.
    

    

    
      After moving the lamb leg to public storage, Yan Qing clicked on it again, and the game displayed three options:
    

    

    
      "Take"
    

    

    
      "Transfer to another character’s personal storage"
    

    

    
      "Discard"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt his heart pounding nervously and clicked on "Take".
    

    

    
      "Take" prompted two selectable options: "Taken by Yan Qing" and "Taken by Yan San".
    

    

    
      The next second, a steaming hot roasted lamb leg appeared out of thin air before his eyes.
    

    

    
      If Yan Qing hadn’t reacted quickly, the greasy leg would’ve fallen to the ground—
    

    

    
      Then he would’ve had to eat a lamb leg mixed with dirt and dust.
    

    

    
      One bite down, and the juices exploded between his teeth.
    

    

    
      The meat was incredibly tender—even though the seasoning was minimal, it was still delicious.
    

    

    
      It was just a bit overcooked, showing the chef wasn’t very skilled.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing felt like he had been hungry for a long time.
    

    

    
      The more he ate, the faster he chewed; the more he ate, the stronger he felt.
    

    

    
      In the end, only a thick bone remained from the lamb leg—stripped clean with not a shred of meat left.
    

    

    
      Plop.
    

    

    
      A teardrop landed on the lamb leg bone, and Yan Qing froze for a moment.
    

    

    
      He rubbed his moist eyes and mocked himself, “Crying because it’s that good… really?”
    

    

    
      He covered his eyes, his shoulders trembling slightly, breathing heavily.
    

    

    
      It was as if he was exhaling all the frustration, unease, anxiety, fear, and regret from his body.
    

    

    
      No one knew how much time had passed.
    

    

    
      He took a deep breath, rubbed the redness from his eyes, and slapped his cheeks forcefully, trying to wake his soul.
    

    

    
      Through this lamb leg, Yan Qing finally found his path to redemption in this world.
    

    

    
      Although he couldn’t log into his original account, all accounts could exchange items via the public storage.
    

    

    
      That meant even if Yan Qing stayed at the Thieves' House, he could still acquire cultivation resources from this world through alternate characters!
    

    

    
      There were five days left until the first theft mission.
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      Yan Qing thought that he would sleep poorly in this unfamiliar cave.
    

    

    
      He had always been the type to suffer endocrine imbalances whenever he traveled — unfamiliar environments would trigger a Hakimi stress response in him.
    

    

    
      But unexpectedly, when Yan Qing woke up this time, he felt as refreshed as if he had put on red underwear on New Year's Eve.
    

    

    
      It was a rare experience he hadn't had since he picked up the bad habit of working.
    

    

    
      After a simple wash, he slightly reheated the leftover meat buns from last night — yes, the room even had a fireplace.
    

    

    
      After breakfast, Yan Qing turned on the game console.
    

    

    
      The Messenger, launch!
    

    

    
      Because there were no windows, Yan Qing could only rely on the game console to judge the time.
    

    

    
      It should be just after dawn outside, with remnants of deep blue night still lingering in the sky.
    

    

    
      'Yan San' had already gotten up and was practicing spearmanship.
    

    

    
      "Would you like to change the gameplay from 'Automatic Evolution' to 'Manual Control'?"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing discovered the Automatic Evolution feature last night when he was about to log off.
    

    

    
      After a bit of research, he realized it was essentially an idle system — but a rather smart one.
    

    

    
      The game character would automatically deduce his next actions based on past gameplay experiences.
    

    

    
      For example, since 'Yan San' had stumbled into the military camp and become a soldier, he would now sleep and train on a fixed schedule, obeying orders until Yan Qing logged in to take control.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing let 'Yan San' continue idling and opened the Public Storage to retrieve a steaming bowl of pork rib soup — the meat buns were not quite enough, and a hot soup was necessary in the morning.
    

    

    
      By the time the bell rang at the training field for assembly, 'Yan San' had already leveled up again.
    

    

    
      This meant that even if Yan Qing didn’t manage anything, 'Yan San' could still reach level 10 within four or five days.
    

    

    
      The soldiers gathered in the training field, and 'Yan San' quickly found his superior — the same Ghostly Knight from yesterday.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the latter had a name floating above his head: "Hundred-Ward Captain · Wu Wanliu".
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had learned the name from others, but once a game character obtained such information, the system would automatically match the name with the person.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu said, "Today it's our Second Ward's turn to enter the secret realm. Old rules: ten archers, reward of five jades; five warriors, reward of thirty jades. You, join the warrior team!"
    

    

    
      The person Wu Wanliu pointed at was exactly 'Yan San'.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t understand what this was all about, so he just went with the flow.
    

    

    
      The knight-servants helped him put on heavy armor, equipped him with a spear, a longbow, a quiver of arrows, and even emergency bandages and strong liquor.
    

    

    
      Everyone else scrambled to sign up, but they were all vying for the archer team.
    

    

    
      The warrior team was entirely selected by Wu Wanliu himself.
    

    

    
      In addition to the archer and warrior teams, Wu Wanliu also named twenty people as reserves.
    

    

    
      Once the teams were assembled, Wu Wanliu didn’t lead them outside the camp.
    

    

    
      Instead, he brought them deeper into the military camp.
    

    

    
      The deeper they went, the stricter the security became, with watchtowers, barricades, cheval-de-frise, and towers...
    

    

    
      What Yan Qing had seen before was just the outer residential area of the camp.
    

    

    
      The interior was not only more heavily guarded but also seemed to be where the army's main forces were stationed.
    

    

    
      Under the aim of dozens of crossbows from four directions, the gates of the fortress slowly opened.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu led them into the most heavily guarded area of the military camp.
    

    

    
      Even Yan Qing couldn’t help but become curious at this point: what exactly was so important that it needed to be surrounded and protected by the entire camp?
    

    

    
      What appeared on the screen was actually a courtyard.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wondered what sort of important figure lived there, needing an entire military camp for protection.
    

    

    
      But after taking a few more steps forward, he saw faint green ripples appear on the vermillion gate of the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Game information popped up:
    

    

    
      "Zheng Family of Three-Mountain Town"
    

    

    
      "Background: Zheng Shan is a widely praised philanthropist who donates money every year to repair bridges, fund academies, and care for the lonely and disabled. But no one knows that the Zheng family is actually a den of thieves. Zheng Shan robs, loots, murders, and burns in other provinces, earning him the nickname 'Three-Mountain Fiend' in the underworld. But because he acts as a kind benefactor back home, the authorities have never suspected him..."
    

    

    
      "Challenge Level: 8~15"
    

    

    
      "Challenge Participants: Up to 15 people"
    

    

    
      "Objective: Kill 'Three-Mountain Fiend' Zheng Shan"
    

    

    
      At this point, Wu Wanliu said, "Let me repeat: all loot is public property. Only I can open treasure chests. Anyone who breaks the rules, don’t blame me for being merciless! And you — stay by my side. If you make it out alive, you’ll become a Hundred-Ward Rider. But if you retreat or flee when facing monsters... then stay in there forever."
    

    

    
      "Final weapons check. Second Ward, enter the Secret Realm!"
    

    

    
      So that’s how it was!
    

    

    
      No wonder Black Wolf and the others were so familiar with the Thieves' House.
    

    

    
      No wonder Wu Wanliu had a protective token.
    

    

    
      Turns out the people in this world could discover instances and exploit the resources within!
    

    

    
      To the people of this world, an instance that forms its own realm truly deserved the name "Secret Realm".
    

    

    
      When 'Yan San' entered with the team, the screen immediately changed — it was clearly morning outside, but inside the instance, it turned to night.
    

    

    
      They arrived at the courtyard outside the residence, where many fire basins were placed, extending all the way into the house.
    

    

    
      Five fierce and menacing servants patrolled the central path of the courtyard, their names floating above their heads: "Bandit Servant", along with visible health bars.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu said, "Archer team split into left and right wings, wait for crossfire signal, warrior team stay close to me, move forward five steps!"
    

    

    
      As he spoke, Wu Wanliu stepped forward five steps and forcefully stabbed his polearm guandao into the ground, showing no fear that the servants just ten steps away might seize the chance to attack.
    

    

    
      Yet when all the warriors gathered behind Wu Wanliu, the servants remained completely unresponsive.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing naturally understood why — instance monsters operated according to programmed behavior, and Wu Wanliu had positioned himself just outside their aggro range.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu drew his strongbow and ordered, "Prepare!"
    

    

    
      'Yan San' and the other teammates pulled back their bows as the archer team split into two wings and positioned themselves behind, ready to fire.
    

    

    
      "Fire!"
    

    

    
      Fifteen arrows rained down like water upon the five servants, each receiving three arrows on average, their health bars dropping by one-third.
    

    

    
      But despite being hit, the bandit servants remained unaffected, instead raising their broadswords and charging forward!
    

    

    
      Data-based!
    

    

    
      These monsters were unlike real people — injuries didn’t reduce their combat ability.
    

    

    
      Only when their health was depleted would they die!
    

    

    
      "Guards, engage!"
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu picked up his guandao and clashed with the leading servant, while the other warriors each intercepted one enemy, perfectly one for each.
    

    

    
      It was worth noting that besides Wu Wanliu and 'Yan San', the other warriors were all sword-and-shield bearers, focused mainly on defense.
    

    

    
      As the servants rushed forward, the archers fired another volley from behind.
    

    

    
      So when 'Yan San' engaged, the enemy already had only half health.
    

    

    
      But this was an instance for levels 8–15, which meant these servants were at least level 8, higher than 'Yan San'.
    

    

    
      When 'Yan San' landed a strike, the servant only lost about 15% health.
    

    

    
      The battle quickly ended.
    

    

    
      Even though Yan Qing operated diligently, he was still hit twice by a servant, losing about 10% of his health.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing then opened his personal storage, clicked on "Meat Bun", and selected to consume it.
    

    

    
      "Where did you get that meat bun?" asked a nearby, panting sword-and-shield warrior in surprise.
    

    

    
      Yan San replied, "Leftover from breakfast."
    

    

    
      After eating the meat bun, a small portion of green health began slowly recovering in the health bar.
    

    

    
      As a seasoned player, Yan Qing instantly knew what it meant: green health represented the amount of HP the meat bun could restore, but the effect would take time to apply.
    

    

    
      After the battle, Wu Wanliu didn’t advance immediately, instead allowing everyone to rest and relax their muscles.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yan Qing looked at the floating loot on the servant corpses — "Spirit Jade", "Roast Chicken", "Healing Pills", "Steel Ingot" — then glanced at the indifferent Hundred-Ward Rider, who ignored all of it.
    

    

    
      After thinking a moment, he controlled 'Yan San' to move closer to the loot.
    

    

    
      "You picked up Spirit Jade ×300"
    

    

    
      "You picked up Roast Chicken ×2"
    

    

    
      "You picked up..."
    

    

    
      "What are you doing!" Wu Wanliu's roar seemed to pierce through the console, exploding in Yan Qing's ear.
    

    

    
      He stood up, gripping his guandao tightly, the eyes behind his ghost mask glaring at 'Yan San'.
    

    

    
      "Why are you stepping on these demon corpses!"
    

    

    
      A flash of insight came to Yan Qing, and he replied, "They hit me twice earlier, I’m pissed off."
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu stared at him for a while, then said, "No stepping — their clothes need to be recovered later. If you're injured, apply medicine quickly. We'll be fighting again soon."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing now fully confirmed — people in this world couldn’t see the dropped items from instance monsters!
    

    

    
      Thinking about it, it was indeed unreasonable.
    

    

    
      Who would carry money, food, and various materials with them all the time?
    

    

    
      But The Messenger was still an MMORPG — instance monsters couldn’t only drop related items.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, after a run of this kind of humanoid instance, a player’s inventory would be full of low-level weapons and gear, which only clogged up storage.
    

    

    
      Players would just trade those junk spoils for Spirit Jade anyway — so it made more sense to drop jade, consumables, and stackable materials directly.
    

    

    
      People of this world could enter instances, but they ultimately weren’t players of the game.
    

    

    
      So they couldn't see, nor benefit from, these player-friendly loot mechanics.
    

    

    
      After the break, Wu Wanliu led them into the main house.
    

    

    
      Upon entry, they saw five more servants eating inside.
    

    

    
      Same routine — distance control, coordinated arrow volley, then the warriors charged, with the archer team supporting through crossfire.
    

    

    
      Because the space inside the main house was narrower, the five warriors had little room to maneuver.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing only dodged once successfully, and lost 20% health before the fight ended.
    

    

    
      The good news was, after two battles, 'Yan San' had reached level 7.
    

    

    
      Just as Yan Qing was about to eat a roast chicken to restore health, a nearby sword-and-shield warrior said, "Captain, I… I can’t go on."
    

    

    
      This sword-and-shield warrior didn’t have a visible health bar above his head, but he had multiple injuries on his body.
    

    

    
      There was even a gash on his shoulder deep enough to expose bone, and his armor had been sliced through.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing now realized — aside from 'Yan San' and Wu Wanliu, the other three sword-and-shield warriors were all injured and in poor condition.
    

    

    
      It made sense that Wu Wanliu was unharmed — he had changed classes and had a protective token.
    

    

    
      But 'Yan San' had clearly been hit several times too, so why was he also…
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked at 'Yan San’s' health bar in the bottom-left corner and immediately understood everything.
    

    

    
      'Yan San', like the instance monsters, was a data-based being.
    

    

    
      No matter how many times he got injured, it wouldn't affect his combat strength.
    

    

    
      Only when his health bar was emptied would he die.
    

    

    
      Real humans, however, needed to stop bleeding, disinfect, and bandage their wounds to recover.
    

    

    
      While 'Yan San' just needed to eat a bun or roast chicken to regain health.
    

    

    
      The data-based nature affected not just injury but combat style.
    

    

    
      These servants charged relentlessly in battle, never dodging, fighting purely by trading injuries.
    

    

    
      Fighting against such "fearless of death" and "unaffected by wounds" monsters meant even the most careful warrior would certainly be injured.
    

    

    
      No wonder the warrior team's reward was six times that of the archer team — the risk was simply too great.
    

    

    
      Thinking about it this way, it was completely understandable that the locals called instance monsters "demons".
    

    

    
      Hard to kill, unafraid of death, exchanging blows recklessly, and reviving upon instance reset — if not demons, what else could they be?
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      Wu Wanliu looked at the shield soldier and said, “Go out and call Ruokou in. You’ll split the reward with him. Any problem with that?”
    

    

    
      The shield soldier nodded. “No problem.”
    

    

    
      The shield soldier retraced his steps, and before long, a new shield soldier entered.
    

    

    
      Only then did Yan Qing understand why Wu Wanliu had selected a batch of reserves — when a warrior couldn’t hold on any longer, they could be replaced immediately.
    

    

    
      During this break, Yan Qing pretended to wander, letting ‘Yan San’ skim the edges of the servant corpses to collect all the loot.
    

    

    
      Besides food materials, he also obtained 500 Spirit Jades.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was quite excited — if he could gather 9000 Spirit Jades in the next few days, even if the theft mission failed four days later, he could still pay the fine and pass!
    

    

    
      Perhaps because many warriors were injured, the team's morale was a bit low.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu realized things couldn’t go on like this, so he took the initiative to talk to ‘Yan San’.
    

    

    
      “At the city gate yesterday, you clearly stabbed me but it had no effect. Do you know why?”
    

    

    
      Yan San: “Why?”
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu: “Because I have this mask — Token: Ghostly Mask.”
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu took off the mask and held it above his head.
    

    

    
      This mask, which looked like it was made of iron, suddenly emitted a pitch-black aura, drawing everyone's attention.
    

    

    
      The game also popped up information:
    

    

    
      “Ghostly Mask”
    

    

    
      “Grade: First Rank”
    

    

    
      “Equip Conditions: 5 Vitality, 5 Spirit (If these conditions aren’t met, its full potential can’t be unleashed)”
    

    

    
      “Effect - Ghostly Protection: The moment you are attacked, summon a ghost to shield you from harm. Each point of Spirit can offset 25 damage. Each activation consumes at least 1 point of Spirit, up to a maximum of 4 points.”
    

    

    
      “Effect - Ghostly Possession: While continuously wearing the Ghostly Mask, your Vitality will gradually increase and your sense of pain will gradually dull, but your appearance and physique will slowly become ghostlike.”
    

    

    
      “Evaluation: If you want to survive, you’ve got to give something up.”
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu shouted, “As long as you are strong enough to become a Messenger and have sufficient merit, any of you can exchange for this Ghostly Mask and become a Ghostly Knight far beyond ordinary people. From then on, no mortal's bow or crossbow will ever harm you again!”
    

    

    
      “And if you want to increase your strength, there is no better method than real combat, bloody battles, intense fights! Besides the Secret Realm, where else can you fight without worries? Nowhere!”
    

    

    
      “I, too, once followed General Duan into the Secret Realm to fight, barely surviving death and honing the Guandao technique to its peak before I could change class into a Martial Messenger. If you all undergo enough trials and refine your skills to perfection, you too can become Messengers!”
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu's speech significantly boosted the morale of the crowd.
    

    

    
      However, as Yan Qing listened to Wu Wanliu’s words like “refine your skills to perfection” and “Martial Messenger,” a thought popped into his mind —
    

    

    
      Could it be that all those capable of class change in this world are muscle-heads who rely on brute force?
    

    

    
      Although Yan Qing hadn’t played 《The Messenger》, he knew that one of the game's key features, which helped it rise to the top of MMORPGs, was the class change every ten levels.
    

    

    
      The system would offer players three class options every ten levels based on their combat style, weapon choices, and quest history.
    

    

    
      Without a doubt, hardcore players would plan each class change meticulously to maximize benefits, while casual players who avoided high-difficulty dungeons could still enjoy new gameplay every ten levels.
    

    

    
      Typically, players would class change as soon as they reached level ten, but the system never forced anyone to do so.
    

    

    
      To attract new users, 《The Messenger》 didn’t charge before the first class change on new accounts.
    

    

    
      Only after class changing would a subscription be required.
    

    

    
      If a player never changed class, they could keep playing for free, squeezing every drop out of 《The Messenger》.
    

    

    
      But there was one exception.
    

    

    
      If a player refined a specific skill to its peak — such as level 10 Basic Spearmanship, level 10 Basic Swordsmanship, level 10 Basic Calligraphy, or level 10 Basic Instruments — and their character level was ≥10, the system would then force them into a “Hidden Class”: either Martial Messenger or Literary Messenger.
    

    

    
      At that moment, freeloading players would mistakenly think they had unlocked a hidden class and eagerly subscribe to continue playing...
    

    

    
      Only to quickly discover: Huh? Why does this hidden class... not seem very powerful?
    

    

    
      Simple — it was all part of 《The Messenger》's new player scheme.
    

    

    
      Martial Messenger and Literary Messenger were indeed hidden classes.
    

    

    
      Any unclassed player who maxed out a basic skill would automatically switch to one of them.
    

    

    
      But these two hidden classes were only so-so in strength and not worth deliberately pursuing.
    

    

    
      However, class change was a player-only feature, and clearly, people in this world didn’t get to “choose a class at level 10.”
    

    

    
      So Yan Qing easily reached a conclusion: in this world, to undergo their first class change, people likely had to max out a basic skill — relying purely on brute force.
    

    

    
      Taking advantage of the high morale, Wu Wanliu immediately led them to continue advancing.
    

    

    
      They reached the courtyard garden of the mansion and saw no one, but Wu Wanliu walked straight behind the rockery and opened a hidden trapdoor — a passage to the underground suddenly appeared.
    

    

    
      Although he hadn’t played this dungeon, Yan Qing guessed that this tunnel was likely revealed only after finding clues in other rooms.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu and his group, however, had clearly studied this dungeon thoroughly and naturally took the correct route directly.
    

    

    
      Following the tunnel downward, they entered a martial training hall.
    

    

    
      Weapon racks were filled with white-steel sabers and spears, and eight fully armored household servants were sparring inside.
    

    

    
      Above their heads were the words “Elite Household Servant.”
    

    

    
      As soon as Wu Wanliu stepped into the training hall, they rushed forward and triggered combat.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Wu Wanliu pulled ‘Yan San’ to his side and said, “You and I will block the stairway. Retreat and you die! Survive, and you become a Hundred-Ward Rider!”
    

    

    
      Eight servants could never be held off by five warriors alone.
    

    

    
      But if they used the terrain advantage of the stairway, only two people were needed to block the servants, while the archers behind could shoot from above — a perfect tactic.
    

    

    
      The problem was: who would block the stairway?
    

    

    
      Even the ordinary household servants from earlier were hard to deal with.
    

    

    
      Now these “Elite Household Servants” looked and sounded much stronger.
    

    

    
      And the stairway had almost no space to dodge, forcing a head-on clash!
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu, as a Martial Messenger with a protective token, naturally wasn’t afraid.
    

    

    
      But the other Hundred-Ward Riders were only mortal bodies — even if they won against these damage-trading elites, they'd be left heavily injured.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yan Qing finally understood why Wu Wanliu had treated ‘Yan San’ so well, even recruiting him into the Hundred-Ward Camp without any vetting.
    

    

    
      Even if ‘Yan San’ had high vitality and strong combat power, it still seemed overly indulgent…
    

    

    
      Turned out it was to use him as filler at this stairway!
    

    

    
      It was predictable that the highest casualty spot in this dungeon would be right here.
    

    

    
      And those injured would inevitably be Hundred-Ward elites — otherwise, they couldn’t stop the Elite Servants.
    

    

    
      So when Wu Wanliu saw ‘Yan San’ had the combat power of a Hundred-Ward Rider during their stroll, he must have been thrilled — what a quality line-filler among ordinary people!
    

    

    
      Even now, Wu Wanliu hadn’t stopped dangling the carrot, hoping ‘Yan San’ would fight to the death.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, I’m using a side account, so it doesn’t matter if I die, and...
    

    

    
      If ‘Yan San’ really survives this dungeon, who gets to call the shots might be a different story.
    

    

    
      But after just one round of fighting, Yan Qing felt something was wrong.
    

    

    
      The Elite Servant lost 10% of their HP, while ‘Yan San’ lost 7%.
    

    

    
      Although the archers in the back were present, they prioritized attacking the unengaged enemies in the rear, leaving ‘Yan San’ to face the enemy alone.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had a health advantage, but the issue was that as soon as one Elite Servant died, another would take its place.
    

    

    
      Unless the archer team could kill all six remaining servants before ‘Yan San’ killed one — but from the current damage output, that didn’t seem likely.
    

    

    
      This can’t go on… but retreating wasn’t an option either, since the shield soldiers were already blocking the way… shield soldiers?
    

    

    
      A thought struck Yan Qing — he threw away his spear, turned around, and punched the shield soldier behind him!
    

    

    
      “Bastard!”
    

    

    
      “You dare—”
    

    

    
      Just when Wu Wanliu and the others thought ‘Yan San’ had betrayed them, ‘Yan San’ picked up the fallen warrior’s saber and shield.
    

    

    
      During that time, he was slashed twice by the Elite Servant, but once he held the saber and shield to the front line, his HP immediately stabilized.
    

    

    
      “You’ve comprehended ‘Basic Saber Technique’, current level: 1.”
    

    

    
      “You’ve comprehended ‘Basic Shield Technique’, current level: 1.”
    

    

    
      “You’ve comprehended...”
    

    

    
      His saber and shield techniques kept leveling up.
    

    

    
      The Elite Servants, who could initially chip away 3% of his HP, later couldn’t even break through his shield defense.
    

    

    
      When all eight Elite Servants had fallen, ‘Yan San’ had both his saber and shield techniques at level 5, and his level had increased twice to level 9 — just one step away from class change!
    

    

    
      However, ‘Yan San’ attacking his comrades had clearly stirred resentment.
    

    

    
      People had held back during the fight, but now that it was over, the warrior whose shield and saber had been taken stormed over, raising his fist to punch ‘Yan San’: “Your mother was a slave—”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing perfectly dodged, triggering a slow-motion state, then knocked him down again with two punches, even learning a new skill.
    

    

    
      “You’ve comprehended ‘Basic Fist Technique’, current level: 1.”
    

    

    
      Seeing ‘Yan San’ dare to fight back, someone in the archer team drew their bow and aimed at him.
    

    

    
      But ‘Yan San’ swept his gaze across the room without a trace of fear, picked up the long spear, and sneered at the fallen warrior: “If I had died just now, would it have been your turn to hold the line? Didn’t I save your life by holding out? And now you repay me with betrayal?”
    

    

    
      The warrior’s eyes bulged with rage, looking like he wanted to lunge and bite, but Yan Qing wasn’t afraid at all — he wasn’t physically there.
    

    

    
      “I held off the enemies, and now you’re aiming bows at me?”
    

    

    
      ‘Yan San’ pulled out a meat bun and ate it, sneering again: “Fine, fine. So this is the Hundred-Ward Riders. If you’ve got guts, wait until I finish this bun and let’s see who dies here!”
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      "No one is dying here!"
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu shouted loudly, staring at the archer standing on the stairs: "Put down your bow!"
    

    

    
      The archer exchanged a glance and slowly released the bowstring.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu then looked at ‘Yan San’. With the Ghostly Mask on, no one could see his expression.
    

    

    
      "Let it go this time."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt a bit strange. Based on his previous impression, Wu Wanliu didn’t seem like someone who would be so easygoing. But he didn’t dwell on it too much.
    

    

    
      Instead, with only a third of his health left, he hurried to a corner to eat a ‘Healing Pill’ and ‘Roast Chicken’. Then he saw on the screen that ‘Yan San’, away from the others, was crazily devouring the roast chicken.
    

    

    
      The underground martial arena quieted down. The archers seized the chance to rest — after all, they had been shooting for nearly ten rounds continuously. 
    

    

    
      Even if the Hundred-Ward Riders were elite, their arms would surely be sore.
    

    

    
      While Yan Qing pretended to stroll around picking up dropped items, he saw Wu Wanliu walk to a corner of the arena and open the treasure chest placed there.
    

    

    
      "One thousand Spirit Jades, five bottles of Healing Pills, three refined Steel Ingots."
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu checked the items in the chest, closed it, and turned to see ‘Yan San’ watching him. He said, "Every time the Secret Realm is re-entered, everything inside reappears — including monsters and treasure chests. Each chest always contains the same items, so if anyone tries anything shady, they’ll be found out immediately."
    

    

    
      It seemed the treasure chests in the dungeon were their most important loot, Yan Qing thought. But the dropped items were the real prize. Missing out on a chest or two didn’t matter much.
    

    

    
      After resting, they continued forward and arrived at an underground hall. 
    

    

    
      The hall was filled with treasure chests brimming with jewels and gold, and at the center of all the treasure stood a large bed.
    

    

    
      Before entering the hall, Wu Wanliu had everyone draw their bows aiming at the left side of the bed. He also switched to an iron shield himself before stepping into the hall.
    

    

    
      The moment Wu Wanliu crossed the threshold, a confused voice came from the bed:
    

    

    
      "You actually found this place... What rotten luck you have."
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man with a kind face stepped off the left side of the bed. If it weren’t for the name “Zheng Shan · Zheng Shan” above his head, one wouldn’t have guessed that this slightly worried-looking ordinary man was actually the final boss.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      At that moment, the Hundred-Ward Riders unleashed a volley of arrows. If Zheng Shan weren’t a data-based monster, he would’ve been turned into a pincushion. But he only lost less than 10% of his health and calmly drew two straight blades from beside the bed. Then—
    

    

    
      Swish!
    

    

    
      He turned into a blur and, in just a few breaths, crossed several meters and struck his blades against Wu Wanliu’s iron shield!
    

    

    
      "Surround him!" Wu Wanliu roared. 
    

    

    
      Three shield-bearers had already spread out in different directions, raising their shields and ramming into Zheng Shan!
    

    

    
      Zheng Shan continued slashing wildly at Wu Wanliu like a slow death by a thousand cuts. But with people surrounding him from all sides, he couldn’t dodge at all. Meanwhile, the archers had all switched to long spears, thrusting at Zheng Shan through the gaps.
    

    

    
      ‘Yan San’ already wielded a long spear, so naturally he joined the group in ganging up on Zheng Shan. Zheng Shan’s health dropped rapidly, and just as it reached one-third, the archers suddenly retreated. Yan Qing didn’t know what was going on, then saw on the screen Zheng Shan roar:
    

    

    
      "Moon Ring!"
    

    

    
      Zheng Shan spun once with his dual blades, and the fierce blade light covered the three-step radius around him. Wu Wanliu and the other warriors’ shields were deeply gouged, and ‘Yan San’, the only one without defense, instantly lost 50% of his health!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s first reaction was: the people of this world really understood boss mechanics. They probably couldn’t see health bars (if they could, they would’ve realized something was off with Yan San), yet they could still accurately judge the boss’s skill timing.
    

    

    
      His second reaction was: Wu Wanliu never intended for him to leave this place alive!
    

    

    
      If ‘Yan San’ weren’t a data-based character, Zheng Shan’s move would have left him seriously injured or even on the brink of death!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s thoughts raced as he controlled ‘Yan San’ to retreat from the battle, leaning against the wall looking near death, then opened his personal storage to quickly take medicine. Sure enough, no one noticed anything strange — everyone thought ‘Yan San’ was doomed and continued attacking Zheng Shan.
    

    

    
      When Zheng Shan’s health was nearly gone, Yan San rushed forward and landed the finishing blow with one spear strike!
    

    

    
      "You have comprehended Basic Spearmanship. Current level: 8"
    

    

    
      "Your Vitality has increased by 0.1"
    

    

    
      "Your Soul has increased by 0.5"
    

    

    
      "Your Dexterity has increased by 0.5"
    

    

    
      "You have reached Level 10!"
    

    

    
      "Congratulations, player has reached level 10. Would you like to proceed with your first job change now? Note: The profession is related to the player's gameplay experience and skill proficiency."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing chose ‘Yes’ without hesitation!
    

    

    
      Three boxes appeared on the screen, listing three selectable professions:
    

    

    
      "Spear Messenger"
    

    

    
      "Attribute Bonus: Vitality +5, Soul +2, Dexterity +5"
    

    

    
      "Thrust (White Trait): When using polearms, attack speed +20%."
    

    

    
      "Weak Point Breakthrough (Blue Trait): When using a polearm token, easier to hit enemy weak points, Critical Rate +15%."
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      "Defensive Messenger"
    

    

    
      "Attribute Bonus: Vitality +10, Soul +2"
    

    

    
      "Fortify (White Trait): Any shield’s defense +15."
    

    

    
      "Counterattack (Blue Trait): After using a shield token, your next melee attack is guaranteed to crit."
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      "Battlefield Messenger"
    

    

    
      "Attribute Bonus: Vitality +4, Soul +4, Dexterity +4"
    

    

    
      "March (White Trait): Your movement speed +25 points."
    

    

    
      "Weapon Mastery (Blue Trait): When using any weapon token, deal an additional 5 points of damage."
    

    

    
      Among the three classes, Shield Messenger and Spear Messenger were both good, and ‘Yan San’s spearmanship level was even the highest. But there was one issue—they required a matching weapon token to take effect.
    

    

    
      If he obtained a different weapon token, then those two classes would basically be blank slates.
    

    

    
      In a game, that wouldn’t be a problem—there would be player markets, dungeon guides, and even generous players. You could shout in the local channel that you lacked a weapon token, and a high-level player might casually throw you a rare item.
    

    

    
      But in reality, this had to be considered. Even if ‘Yan San’ could obtain a token, it was highly unlikely he’d have the luxury of picking and choosing—he’d have to use whatever he got!
    

    

    
      But come to think of it, why did all the professions end with “Messenger”?
    

    

    
      Because in The Messenger, players—or anyone, really—did not inherently possess extraordinary powers. Even if your Vitality was like a mountain, your Soul like an ocean, and your stats maxed to their limits, you could only accomplish things humans were theoretically capable of—like punching a mountain apart or memorizing millions of words in a second—but you still couldn’t breathe fire, fly in the sky, or raise the dead.
    

    

    
      If a Messenger wanted to perform all kinds of strange and fantastical feats, they had to rely on tokens. Different tokens had different effects. 
    

    

    
      What a Messenger could do was activate the “commands” within the tokens, compelling the heavens, earth, and all things to obey.
    

    

    
      To carry out the command of faith and act on behalf of heaven and earth—that was a Messenger.
    

    

    
      But conversely, a Messenger without a token was no different from an ordinary person.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Yan Qing had to choose a profession that could be put to use immediately, and quickly acquire his first token. 
    

    

    
      Just then, from the screen’s edge, he saw a glowing white light highlighting a drop on Zheng Shan’s corpse!
    

    

    
      "Congratulations, you have changed profession to ‘Battlefield Messenger’."
    

    

    
      "You gained Vitality +4, Soul +4, Dexterity +4!"
    

    

    
      "You have unlocked Spirit Points. Current Spirit Points: 0/20"
    

    

    
      ‘Yan San’s character outline was suddenly bathed in blood-red light, and his health and injuries instantly healed. 
    

    

    
      That was an unexpected benefit—if he’d known, he wouldn’t have wasted healing items earlier.
    

    

    
      "You… changed to a Messenger profession?"
    

    

    
      Not far away, Wu Wanliu stared directly at ‘Yan San’, his shocked voice echoing from beneath the Ghostly Mask.
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      Did they know 'Yan San' had changed class?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was slightly stunned, but quickly came to his senses.
    

    

    
      Even without mentioning how 'Yan San' had instantly recovered to full health and healed all his wounds, just the "Vitality +4" was eye-catching enough — a level 1 ordinary person only had 1 vitality, and most people had around 7 vitality even at level 10.
    

    

    
      Even for a monster like 'Yan San' who started with 13 vitality, "Vitality +4" was equivalent to one-third increase in physical strength, so it would be strange if no one noticed the difference.
    

    

    
      It might not have been clear on the screen, but in the real world, 'Yan San' probably had muscles swelling enough to burst through his armor.
    

    

    
      "That's right, I changed class to a Messenger."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing answered as he picked up Zheng Shan's loot.
    

    

    
      The surrounding Hundred-Ward Riders erupted in commotion; it seemed that even among elite soldiers, class-changing to Messenger was a rare occurrence.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu stared at him, and even with the mask between them, Yan Qing could feel his shock.
    

    

    
      Though it felt a bit abrupt, Yan Qing still chose to immediately walk over to Zheng Shan and pick up the drops, to avoid any unforeseen complications.
    

    

    
      "You have picked up Spirit Jade ×800"
    

    

    
      "You have picked up Healing Pill ×2"
    

    

    
      "You have picked up 'Token: White Iron Straight Blade'"
    

    

    
      "You have picked up 'Basic Footwork Mastery Manual'"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was stunned when he saw the last item, then widened his eyes and immediately opened his Personal Storage, transferring the "Basic Footwork Mastery Manual" to the Public Storage!
    

    

    
      It was only a few quick operations, but Yan Qing's hands were sweating, as if he had just pressed a bomb switch.
    

    

    
      He was this nervous because this item might completely change his current predicament!
    

    

    
      "Basic Footwork Mastery Manual"
    

    

    
      "Source: Any elite humanoid enemy proficient in Basic Footwork"
    

    

    
      "Usage Condition: None"
    

    

    
      "Effect: Instantly grants you max-level Basic Footwork"
    

    

    
      "Note: This manual contains extremely detailed techniques for dodging and retreating, whether you're committing murder or acting heroically, it provides great assistance."
    

    

    
      Clicking on the "Basic Footwork Mastery Manual" in Public Storage brought up three options:
    

    

    
      "Use"
    

    

    
      "Transfer to another character's Personal Storage"
    

    

    
      "Discard"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing swallowed hard and chose "Use" → "Used by Yan Qing".
    

    

    
      Thump, thump!
    

    

    
      His heart pounded powerfully, and his vitality surged through his limbs like a storm, his legs burning as if on fire!
    

    

    
      But the phenomenon faded as quickly as it came.
    

    

    
      After Yan Qing slowly took a deep breath, his body returned to normal.
    

    

    
      He put down the game console and walked to an open area, looking at the distance between the walls and ceiling.
    

    

    
      Without any thought, purely following instinct, he leapt up, first stepping on a wall to jump to the ceiling, then kicked off the ceiling to land on the opposite wall.
    

    

    
      He repeated the maneuver, and in just three seconds, he moved around the room without touching the floor, heart calm and breath steady, as if hopping through chalk squares on flat ground.
    

    

    
      His knees felt like they were spring-loaded, light enough to fly with a simple jump.
    

    

    
      It really worked!
    

    

    
      Although there was no in-game system notification, Yan Qing knew his Basic Footwork had reached level 10 max, and his character level had probably risen by five or six levels.
    

    

    
      Vitality and skill had increased by two or three points.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, his physical condition couldn't be this good — based on his estimation, his old body worn out from cheap meals and corporate grind likely had just "1" vitality.
    

    

    
      The boost from five or six level-ups had multiplied his physical attributes several times.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing let out a long breath.
    

    

    
      The inexplicable transmigration, the looming theft mission, the unfamiliar world, and his own weakness — all the unease brought by these had vanished in this moment.
    

    

    
      He had finally found a way to grow stronger!
    

    

    
      《The Messenger》 encouraged veteran players to start alternate characters.
    

    

    
      And veterans certainly didn’t want to grind levels.
    

    

    
      "Mastery Manuals" were created to solve that pain point: not only could they quickly level up alternate characters, but if veterans wanted to customize a character's class, they could collect the corresponding skill manuals to skip the tedious leveling process.
    

    

    
      Take the "Sword Dance Messenger" that Yan Qing knew of — it was an extremely popular first-tier class, and usually only veteran players with alts could change to it.
    

    

    
      Because the Sword Dance Messenger required Basic Swordsmanship and Basic Dance, and swordsmanship initially had small range and low damage, while dance had slow progress.
    

    

    
      Trying to train the skills alone was pure torture.
    

    

    
      Veterans only needed to choose a popular weapon and grind to level 10 or 20, and they could obtain all kinds of skill manuals.
    

    

    
      Then, going back to create a new character and change to Sword Dance Messenger would be far more enjoyable.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing could completely replicate the operation of "main account carrying a new account"; the only difference was that he himself was the new account, while characters like 'Yan San' were the main accounts.
    

    

    
      The main account would go out to adventure and gather resources, while Yan Qing would coordinate everything from the Thieves' House, and once the main account grew stronger, it would carry him along to strength!
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing picked up the game console again, he found that the other Hundred-Ward Riders were gradually leaving, and only Wu Wanliu and 'Yan San' remained in the underground hall.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu saw 'Yan San' moving and suddenly said, "You can take some treasure before you leave; it's an unspoken rule, no one will pursue it."
    

    

    
      After saying that, he turned and left.
    

    

    
      To prove his point, he casually grabbed a few strings of pearl necklaces from the pile of gold and silver treasures as he walked away.
    

    

    
      Treasure?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked at the treasures all over the ground and tried to click on them, but 'Yan San' didn’t move at all — in the game system, these treasures were just part of the background, completely untouchable, and gold and silver had no meaning in the game.
    

    

    
      The only base currency in 《The Messenger》 was Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to leave, Yan Qing suddenly spotted a large treasure chest placed in front of Zheng Shan’s large bed.
    

    

    
      He glanced around — Wu Wanliu and the other Hundred-Ward Riders had already left — so he went over and opened the chest.
    

    

    
      A pickup list popped up on the right side of the treasure chest:
    

    

    
      "Spirit Jade ×1500"
    

    

    
      "Healing Pill ×10"
    

    

    
      "Steel Ingot ×10"
    

    

    
      "Leather ×10"
    

    

    
      "Intro Manual: Thunderclap Blade Technique ×1"
    

    

    
      Hm!?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s eyes lit up the moment he saw the last drop.
    

    

    
      "Intro Manual: Thunderclap Blade Technique"
    

    

    
      "Source: Any Swift Blade Messenger might drop this"
    

    

    
      "Usage Requirement: Basic Blade Technique level 5"
    

    

    
      "Effect: Immediately grants level 1 Thunderclap Blade Technique. Once learned, it will change your blade attack mode."
    

    

    
      "Thunderclap Blade Technique: Each level increases casting speed of blade-type tokens by 5%, max level 10."
    

    

    
      "Note: Eight out of ten Swift Blade Messengers will name their crude skills 'Thunderclap Blade Technique', and in fact, the majority of these manuals can be summed up with one word: fast."
    

    

    
      Naturally, Yan Qing couldn’t learn it himself, as he didn’t even have level 1 Basic Blade Technique.
    

    

    
      But 'Yan San' could learn it!
    

    

    
      Upon seeing this blade technique manual, Yan Qing remembered that 'Yan San' had also picked up the straight blade token dropped by Zheng Shan earlier.
    

    

    
      It was just that all his attention had been taken by the Mastery Manual, and he had completely forgotten this.
    

    

    
      In the Personal Storage, a sharp straight blade exuded a chilling aura.
    

    

    
      Its highlighted white name indicated that it wasn’t an ordinary item, but a powerful token.
    

    

    
      "White Iron Straight Blade"
    

    

    
      "Grade: First-tier Ordinary"
    

    

    
      "Durability: 50/50"
    

    

    
      "Equip Requirements: 5 Vitality, 5 Soul"
    

    

    
      "Base Attack Power: 3~15 points"
    

    

    
      "Effect · Moonring Slash: After a short charge, instantly unleashes a circular slash centered on the user, dealing 40 points of area damage. Costs 5 Spirit Power to activate. Initial attack radius is 2 meters, with each additional 3 Spirit Power extending the blade arc by 1 meter, up to a max of 10 meters."
    

    

    
      "Effect · Armor Break: After using Moonring Slash, the blade arc remains on the blade, increasing the next Moonring Slash’s damage by 40 points. The blade arc dissipates after 3 seconds, but its effect can stack, and each stack refreshes the duration."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: ‘Think you can dodge my blade by staying far away? A blade is not such an inconvenient thing.’"
    

    

    
      No doubt, the Thunderclap Blade Technique and the White Iron Straight Blade were fixed drops in this dungeon.
    

    

    
      The two complemented each other and could allow a newly changed class player to immediately become a professional blade wielder.
    

    

    
      If the player liked this playstyle, they would stick with it all the way to level 20 for the second-tier class.
    

    

    
      So, should he take it?
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu had said that they were fully aware of all the chest drops in this dungeon.
    

    

    
      Taking this manual would definitely be noticed.
    

    

    
      This wasn’t the game world — where you could just log off after taking loot — if they found out he had stolen something...
    

    

    
      After some thought, Yan Qing felt that taking a Thunderclap Blade Technique manual wasn’t worth it.
    

    

    
      Just in this dungeon alone, he had picked up nearly 2000 Spirit Jade, not to mention the token White Iron Straight Blade.
    

    

    
      And seeing how skilled Wu Wanliu and the others were at running the dungeon, it was obvious they farmed it regularly.
    

    

    
      Which meant that as long as 'Yan San' stayed, he could steadily level up and pick up drops here.
    

    

    
      A single feast versus feasts every day — he knew the difference.
    

    

    
      On the way out of the dungeon, Yan Qing discovered they were dismantling the house outside.
    

    

    
      The support soldiers who had waited at the dungeon entrance earlier were now efficiently tearing down the Zheng residence, turning it into bricks, tiles, and timber to be carted away batch by batch.
    

    

    
      The food and treasures in the mansion were, of course, not spared.
    

    

    
      There were even people counting and recording at the dungeon gate — how many pigs the Zheng family had, how many quilts, how many chairs — the Hundred-Ward Camp knew everything, missing nothing.
    

    

    
      No wonder they came to strike so early in the morning.
    

    

    
      Dismantling this thoroughly really would take a full day.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing suddenly thought of the Hundred-Ward Camp’s rich meals, complete infrastructure, and luxurious individual rooms.
    

    

    
      He immediately understood — no wonder the Hundred-Ward Camp was so well-off.
    

    

    
      Turns out, every time they ran a dungeon, it was like raiding another Zheng family!
    

    

    
      Although they couldn’t pick up drops like players could, it was precisely because they weren’t players that they could so thoroughly squeeze the dungeon dry.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing clicked his tongue in amazement, feeling that the people of this world had formed a unique ecological chain with the dungeons.
    

    

    
      When he stepped out of the dungeon, the sky outside was already bright.
    

    

    
      The Hundred-Ward Camp members were waiting outside.
    

    

    
      They looked at 'Yan San', their expressions rather complex.
    

    

    
      "Distribute rewards after tallying the secret realm's wealth," Wu Wanliu said. "Same rules as always, the combat teams rest in the afternoon, return to camp the day after tomorrow. If anyone fails to return on time, don’t blame my whip."
    

    

    
      At those words, the exhausted and injured Hundred-Ward Riders instantly cheered.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing hadn’t expected a two-day rest.
    

    

    
      But then again, to them, running a dungeon was truly a life-and-death battle.
    

    

    
      Even the rear-line archers had to shoot nonstop.
    

    

    
      Resting two days was only natural.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing wanted to quickly save up the 9000 Spirit Jade needed to pay his fine.
    

    

    
      And farming the dungeon more might yield other skill manuals.
    

    

    
      He wished he could run dungeons every day, continuously.
    

    

    
      As he pondered how to bring up his idea of running dungeons continuously, a quartermaster came out of the dungeon and whispered something to Wu Wanliu.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu nodded, raised his hand, and made several gestures.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t understand them, but all the waiting Hundred-Ward Riders who saw the gesture changed expression dramatically and immediately dropped their weapons and squatted on the ground.
    

    

    
      Thud thud thud!
    

    

    
      Dense footsteps echoed atop the fortress.
    

    

    
      Dozens of guards turned their powerful crossbows, aiming them at the people at the dungeon gate!
    

    

    
      "Tallying reveals that the treasure chest in the Demon King's room is missing one Thunderclap Blade Technique manual," Wu Wanliu said coldly.
    

    

    
      "I was the second last to leave earlier. Before I left, no one touched that chest."
    

    

    
      "The last one out of the room was you, Yan San!"
    

    

    
      "I’ve repeatedly stated, taking loot privately is a capital offense."
    

    

    
      "And yet you dared break the law knowing this."
    

    

    
      "If you hand over the Thunderclap Blade Technique manual now, you can still avoid death!"
    

    

    
      "You changed class to Messenger at such a young age."
    

    

    
      "I had planned to recommend you for the Hundred-Ward Riders."
    

    

    
      "Don’t destroy your future over a moment of greed."
    

    

    
      Looking at the dozens of crossbows aimed at him from atop the fortress, Yan Qing fully understood.
    

    

    
      Of course, he wasn’t stupid enough to say something like "I didn’t take the Thunderclap Blade Technique" to prove his innocence — Wu Wanliu also knew he didn’t take it, which was exactly why he framed him this way.
    

    

    
      If Wu Wanliu truly wanted to give Yan Qing a chance to return the manual, he would have asked privately, not set up this execution ground waiting for Yan Qing to fail to hand over the item so they could shoot him on the spot.
    

    

    
      The one who wrongs you always knows better than anyone that you're innocent.
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu choosing the Thunderclap Blade Technique manual as the framing tool was also brilliant — if Yan Qing guessed correctly, the manual would disappear after use, just like in the game, leaving no trace.
    

    

    
      But things like Spirit Jade and pills, even if used, would leave evidence behind.
    

    

    
      So if Yan Qing claimed he hadn’t taken it, Wu Wanliu would say he had already used the manual, and then it would seem justified to kill him even without finding evidence.
    

    

    
      If he had framed Yan Qing with other loot instead, then once 'Yan San' was dead and no evidence found on the body, everyone would know Wu Wanliu was lying.
    

    

    
      As long as 'Yan San' died, the matter would naturally end there.
    

    

    
      And that "stolen" Thunderclap Blade Technique manual would quietly end up in Wu Wanliu’s pocket.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t know why Wu Wanliu had set up this trap.
    

    

    
      Maybe he had always planned to steal the Thunderclap Blade Technique and ‘Yan San’ was just the scapegoat who happened to be there.
    

    

    
      Or maybe he had never gotten along with ‘Yan San’ and couldn’t stand the fact that he’d now changed class to Messenger, so he decided to nip him in the bud.
    

    

    
      Or maybe he was simply jealous of ‘Yan San’s potential…
    

    

    
      Any of those reasons were possible — but none of them mattered.
    

    

    
      What mattered was, while Wu Wanliu could choose to let 'Yan San' die here,
    

    

    
      Yan Qing could choose how ‘Yan San’ would face death!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked toward the item bar at the bottom right — the first item was, sure enough, “Spirit Jade.”
    

    

    
      In 《The Messenger》, Spirit Jade was not only currency, but also the power source of all Messengers — the main way Messengers replenished their spirit energy was by using Spirit Jade to recharge.
    

    

    
      In fact, if a Messenger hadn’t learned special skills, their spirit energy wouldn’t even replenish automatically.
    

    

    
      At first glance this seemed odd — why give Messengers a spirit meter that didn’t auto-recover?
    

    

    
      But once you imagined the Messenger as a car, Spirit Jade as gasoline, and tokens as the engine, it all made sense.
    

    

    
      Turning an ordinary person into a Messenger was like turning a pile of steel into a car.
    

    

    
      A Messenger being able to hold spirit energy was like a car being able to hold gas.
    

    

    
      Just like a car, the Messenger was merely a medium for the reaction between spirit energy (gasoline) and tokens (engine).
    

    

    
      But in the end, a car was still just a pile of metal — and a Messenger, at their core, was still just a person.
    

    

    
      So don’t be fooled by how a single drop gave you hundreds or thousands of Spirit Jade — when it came time to spend it, it poured out like a waterfall.
    

    

    
      With a press from Yan Qing, twenty Spirit Jade were consumed in an instant, and ‘Yan San’s spirit energy hit the max value of 20.
    

    

    
      Then he equipped the token "White Iron Straight Blade."
    

    

    
      In the first skill slot, the usable skill "Moonring Slash" appeared!
    

    

    
      ‘Yan San’s right hand brushed across his belt, and a plain-looking blade appeared at his waist.
    

    

    
      Some people might have noticed this scene, but would likely think ‘Yan San’ had just hidden the blade earlier — minor looting among Hundred-Ward Riders in the secret realm was normal.
    

    

    
      As long as you didn’t touch the treasure chest, most turned a blind eye.
    

    

    
      "Yan San! Still not handing it over?!" Wu Wanliu bellowed, the markings on his Ghostly Mask seeming to ignite as he glared death at ‘Yan San’s every move.
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing stepped forward on his own, closing the distance to Wu Wanliu.
    

    

    
      Moonring Slash had an initial attack range of two meters and required 5 spirit energy to use.
    

    

    
      Each additional 3 spirit energy extended the arc by one meter, meaning that with 20 spirit energy, he could slash four times within two meters, or twice within three meters.
    

    

    
      Six meters, five meters, four meters…
    

    

    
      "What are you all doing?!"
    

    

    
      At the fortress gate, a black-haired girl wrapped in a fox-fur cloak approached Yan Qing and the others, flanked by Ghostly Guards.
    

    

    
      She raised her hand and shouted to the crossbowmen atop the fortress: "The Great Qi’s powerful crossbows are not meant to aim at our own! Stand down!"
    

    

    
      Everyone on and below the fortress knelt in unison, Wu Wanliu included: "Greetings, Lord of Lecheng County!"
    

    

    
      ‘Yan San’ naturally did not kneel, and took the chance to step two more paces closer — now less than three meters from Wu Wanliu.
    

    

    
      "What’s all this commotion?"
    

    

    
      "Reporting to the County Lord — this ruffian entered the secret realm with us for the first time and stole a skill manual from the treasure chest," Wu Wanliu immediately said.
    

    

    
      "I advised him to surrender it to avoid punishment, but he has refused — I fear he has already used it."
    

    

    
      "Please rule on this, County Lord!"
    

    

    
      The black-haired girl did not respond immediately.
    

    

    
      She turned to ‘Yan San’, who had been silently standing to the side, and said:
    

    

    
      "I am Ying Ru Shi, County Lord of Lecheng under Banner Leader Wu Wanliu."
    

    

    
      "Do you acknowledge his accusation?"
    

    

    
      "If there is injustice, I can uphold fairness."
    

    

    
      At the same time, a name appeared above the black-haired girl’s head:
    

    

    
      "Lord of Lecheng County · Ying Ru Shi."
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      “Lord of Lecheng County?”
    

    

    
      He was so young yet held high authority—either royalty or a meritorious noble.
    

    

    
      Although she claimed she would uphold justice, Yan Qing didn’t truly rely on her—justice had never been granted by others; it must be fought for oneself.
    

    

    
      Especially in this unfamiliar world.
    

    

    
      “He framed me.” Yan Qing answered.
    

    

    
      Before Ying Ru Shi could speak, a nearby general shouted, “Who do you think you are, a wild brute from the countryside! The Hundred‑Ward Captains of the Northern Border could stamp you to death, and they still had to frame you, this Central Plains man?”
    

    

    
      Apart from those wearing masks, most in the camp had wide faces, long noses, and full beards. And “Yan San,” as the default male avatar in a modern game, naturally matched contemporary standards of appearance. Even with height and muscles maxed out, “Yan San” was heroic and virile—no facial hair meant it was easy for others to recognize at a glance he wasn’t from their tribe.
    

    

    
      This ethnic prejudice didn’t surprise Yan Qing. Perhaps that was why Wu Wanliu felt so bold—after all, framing an outsider wouldn’t concern anyone else.
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi glanced at the general; the latter immediately stepped back.
    

    

    
      She looked at “Yan San” and asked, “Why did Banner Leader Wu Wanliu frame you?”
    

    

    
      “First, he didn’t inform me about the demon inside the Secret Realm, almost causing my death. He harmed me and naturally feared I’d retaliate; second, today was my first time entering the Secret Realm, and I had already been promoted to Messenger. He’s jealous of me.”
    

    

    
      “How dare you! You have the nerve to deceive a noble!”
    

    

    
      “A Messenger? You think only you savages qualify to be one?”
    

    

    
      “You think you’re a noble? At this age, you can become a Messenger?”
    

    

    
      “County Lord, this man is desperate and spouting nonsense. Ignore him!”
    

    

    
      The officials trailing Ying Ru Shi heard “Yan San” and either sneered or refuted—almost none believed him.
    

    

    
      Only Ying Ru Shi gazed at the silent Wu Wanliu.
    

    

    
      “Banner Leader Wu Wanliu, is it true he became a Messenger inside the Secret Realm?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.” Wu Wanliu replied. “After he defeated the Demon King, his qi and blood surged, his injuries healed instantly—that’s the sign of a job change.”
    

    

    
      Even through the screen, Yan Qing saw the Northerners beside Ying Ru Shi show shock, refusal to believe, then contempt, jealousy, and disdain. 
    

    

    
      He guessed they were County Lordural officials from Pingcheng, and most were not Messengers. Seeing a Central Plains man become a superhuman Messenger, naturally stung them.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi then looked at the quartermaster standing near the dungeon entrance, her expression turning stern.
    

    

    
      “Are you sure you couldn’t find the Thunderclap Blade technique scroll?”
    

    

    
      The quartermaster immediately knelt: “Really couldn’t find it. The grand treasure chest was missing that one.”
    

    

    
      “He must have seen it and taken it—that barbarian from the Central Plains. Search him!”
    

    

    
      “How could you find it? He must have already used it!”
    

    

    
      “Cannot trust Central Plains people!”
    

    

    
      Everyone spoke in outrage, as if “Yan San” had killed their families. 
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi paused, then looked at the nearby general.
    

    

    
      “Are there any extra copies of the Thunderclap Blade technique scroll?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, yes. All the scrolls we’ve collected these days were stored. County Lord, are you taking them back to Buye Tian?”
    

    

    
      “Give me one.”
    

    

    
      A command from a marquis was carried out immediately. Before long, a Thunderclap Blade technique was handed to Ying Ru Shi.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi beckoned to “Yan San”: “Come here.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t move; he kept a three‑meter distance from Wu Wanliu.
    

    

    
      Others, seeing this Central Plains man so disrespectful, again shouted curses. But Ying Ru Shi showed no annoyance. 
    

    

    
      She raised her hand to signal them to stop, and—under the protection of Ghostly Warriors—walked to “Yan San” and handed him the Thunderclap Blade technique.
    

    

    
      “You take this blade technique and silently recite it while you study. If you didn’t secretly learn the Secret Realm scrolls, then you’ll be able to learn it. If you did steal them, then of course you won’t be able to learn it.”
    

    

    
      A general beside her was astonished: “County Lord, this is a Secret Realm scroll. How can you so easily give it to a Central Plains man…he’s not even listed among the Hundred‑Ward cavalry of the military headquarters!”
    

    

    
      “In my eyes, there is no distinction between Northern Border people and Central Plains people—there are only people of Qi.” Ying Ru Shi’s voice was solemn as she swept her gaze around.
    

    

    
      “If someone from Qi can become a Messenger the first time entering the Secret Realm, such outstanding talent—what harm is there in granting a secret manual? If we cannot fairly promote talent, then who will defend the mountains and rivers of the State of Qi?”
    

    

    
      With Ying Ru Shi’s statement, the crowd all lowered their heads, though even through the screen, Yan Qing could tell they weren’t convinced—only submitting to the power of the Lord of Lecheng County.
    

    

    
      “Yan San” took the manual, but did not study it. He stored it in his Personal Storage, then transferred it to the Public Storage. But to Ying Ru Shi and the others, it appeared as though the manual had disappeared—no different from being consumed upon learning.
    

    

    
      “If he could learn the manual, it means he didn’t steal anything from the Secret Realm.” Ying Ru Shi looked at Wu Wanliu. “Banner Leader Wu Wanliu, do you accept this outcome?”
    

    

    
      Wu Wanliu lowered his head. “I accept.”
    

    

    
      “This matter ends here, but only this once!” Ying Ru Shi’s voice suddenly turned severe. “The Pingcheng Secret Realm is a strategic national asset. His Majesty entrusted me with its oversight—I will not allow anyone to disrupt its operation! If such an incident happens again, I will investigate it to the end. If the perpetrator cannot be found, then all Hundred-Ward Captains and support soldiers involved in that day’s Secret Realm sweep will be hanged, and their families reduced to military slaves. Do you all understand?”
    

    

    
      “We understand!”
    

    

    
      Everyone knelt down, and when they saw “Yan San” still standing, they couldn’t help but curse. “You barbarian, aren’t you going to kneel and thank the County Lord for her grace?”
    

    

    
      “I almost forgot.” Ying Ru Shi looked over. “I haven’t had time to ask—what’s your name, warrior?”
    

    

    
      “Yan San.”
    

    

    
      “Yan San, I now promote you to Hundred-Ward Team Leader, with a monthly salary of six hundred jade, and a reward of one hundred jade for each Secret Realm cleared. You may borrow the Token: Ghostly Mask and other first-stage items from the Great Qi treasury—but you will have to clear the Secret Realm over a hundred times to repay it.” Ying Ru Shi paused. “Supervisor of Building Construction, the Yan Team Leader will be under your command—will that do?”
    

    

    
      The old general who had been silent nodded. “Such a fierce warrior—who wouldn’t want him? Thank you, County Lord.”
    

    

    
      “Yan San, are you satisfied?”
    

    

    
      “I am.”
    

    

    
      “If you have other requests, feel free to speak.”
    

    

    
      “I hope to clear the Secret Realm every day.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi exchanged glances with the other generals, visibly surprised.
    

    

    
      “I must say, you’ve truly surprised me. Even Messengers—many of them are unwilling to clear Secret Realms. Few are willing to face demons unafraid of death… I’ll give you a token. As long as you wish, you can join the daily Secret Realm sweep. But do know your limits—combat isn’t the only path to tempering yourself.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you.” Yan Qing replied. “County Lord, you’re a good person.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi clearly froze for a moment, then smiled. “It’s the first time I’ve heard someone describe me that way—thank you.”
    

    

    
      Having handled the matter, Ying Ru Shi had many other duties and left with the crowd. Wu Wanliu had remained silent throughout, only now standing up. When he raised his head, he saw “Yan San” standing before him.
    

    

    
      “Though it might not matter, I still want to ask.” Yan Qing looked at the Ghostly Knight on the screen. “Why?”
    

    

    
      In truth, Yan Qing had many other “whys” he wanted to ask.
    

    

    
      Why had Wu Wanliu casually killed Yan Er while he was walking down the road?
    

    

    
      Why hadn’t he informed Yan San about Zheng Shan’s intelligence?
    

    

    
      Why…
    

    

    
      And Wu Wanliu’s answer seemed to answer all the unspoken questions—
    

    

    
      “Because I felt like it.” Wu Wanliu’s voice was calm, but in Yan Qing’s ears it sounded vicious as a ghost. “Don’t think you’ve won. This is the land of the Northern Border people. If we want to crush you, it’s as simple as crushing an ant.”
    

    

    
      With that, Wu Wanliu raised his head and strode past “Yan San,” heading toward his waiting Hundred-Ward cavalry.
    

    

    
      They wore heavy armor, carried blades and bows, ghost masks on their faces—from afar, they looked like a group of walking ghosts in the mortal world.
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      Yan Ru Shi’s schedule was very tight today.
    

    

    
      She needed to finish inspecting Pingcheng’s affairs before noon, otherwise the midday Thieves’ House meeting would be delayed.
    

    

    
      Just by glancing through the ledgers, Yan Ru Shi could tell how much this group had embezzled.
    

    

    
      But as long as it wasn’t too egregious, Yan Ru Shi didn’t intend to pursue it—or pursuing it wouldn’t help.
    

    

    
      If you want to manage the place, you have to use these people, whether they’re Zhongyuan or Northern Border natives; it’s the same—no matter how high their salary is, they’d still embezzle.
    

    

    
      At most Yan Ru Shi would kill a few without backing, and those with connections… they’d sacrifice a few lackeys for her to kill.
    

    

    
      Of course, this only applied to land, silver, and other matters unrelated to spiritual cultivation.
    

    

    
      If anyone dared embezzle Spirit Jade from the Secret Realm, Yan Ru Shi wouldn’t hesitate to summon local troops to suppress them—even His Majesty would support her decision.
    

    

    
      Looking at the officials before her who were eager to please yet completely indifferent to the well‑being of the people, Yan Ru Shi sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      However, this trip wasn’t without surprises.
    

    

    
      She had unexpectedly encountered a highly gifted Zhongyuan native who had transferred to become a messenger at a very young age.
    

    

    
      A messenger of this caliber carried far more prestige than the so‑called “noble messengers” padded with secret manuals.
    

    

    
      With a bit more training, he should reach second transfer within five years.
    

    

    
      If within ten years he reached third transfer, he would inevitably become a pillar of Great Qi.
    

    

    
      Yan Ru Shi pondered whether to inform His Majesty.
    

    

    
      If His Majesty knew of him, perhaps he would be favored—but it was also possible…
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      A clear and piercing ring of steel, and the ripples of spiritual power radiated outward, instantly informing Yan Ru Shi of what had occurred—someone was using a token!
    

    

    
      “Assassin!”
    

    

    
      “Protect the County Lord!”
    

    

    
      Yan Ru Shi felt no fear.
    

    

    
      She carried a defensive token; even an average third‑transfer could hardly break through her defenses in one strike.
    

    

    
      Her sight pierced through the crowd to the open space at the entrance of the instance.
    

    

    
      A tall and imposing man had drawn a straight blade.
    

    

    
      In the direction the straight blade pointed, several of the Hundred‑Ward Riders were halved at the waist, their innards and blood spraying across the ground!
    

    

    
      Yet the Ghostly Knight at whom the blade was pointed still stood firm.
    

    

    
      Black mist like armor shielded him from the blade’s frigid flash!
    

    

    
      “How dare you assassinate the Hundred‑Ward Banner Leader!” Wuwan Liu’s angry voice contained a hint of excitement.
    

    

    
      “Crossbowmen, don’t mind me—shoot him!”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he drew Spirit Jade from his bosom.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, four Spirit Jade pieces crumbled to dust, dispersing and representing that Wuwan Liu had restored 4 points of spiritual power!
    

    

    
      “Yan San, stop!”
    

    

    
      Yan Ru Shi’s voice echoed through the barrier.
    

    

    
      “Stop now and I can still spare your life!”
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      A blade flash was the man’s response!
    

    

    
      At the moment of being struck, the mist around Wuwan Liu surged thicker.
    

    

    
      He realized something and tried to retreat—but called out, “Shoot him!”
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      Dozens of heavy crossbows atop the barrier fired.
    

    

    
      Yan Ru Shi did not stop them—
    

    

    
      Setting aside that Wuwan Liu was of the Northern Border and Yan San was from Zhongyuan—even if Wuwan Liu was at fault, she could not simply watch him be cut down in public.
    

    

    
      Wuwan Liu represented the Hundred‑Ward Riders, the prestige of the imperial guard.
    

    

    
      He could only die in battle or through judgment—not through such a sullied vendetta that would defile Great Qi’s dignity!
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The Han man closed in on Wuwan Liu and struck a third blade flash!
    

    

    
      Though many arrows were blocked by the blade lights and by Wuwan Liu, over a dozen still struck the Han man, turning him into a porcupine of metal!
    

    

    
      A gruesome scream echoed in the air—but it did not come from the Han man; it was Wuwan Liu’s!
    

    

    
      “His token’s damage stacks—each strike grows stronger!”
    

    

    
      A horrific wound opened across Wuwan Liu’s abdomen, intestines spilling out along the gash.
    

    

    
      But at that moment, Wuwan Liu became resolute.
    

    

    
      He drew the long blade at his waist.
    

    

    
      He was originally a brave Hundred‑Ward Rider from the Northern Border.
    

    

    
      He had only fled because he thought Yan San could not break through his defenses.
    

    

    
      But wounded, his ferocity was unleashed.
    

    

    
      A normal person mortally wounded like this would collapse from cold and shock.
    

    

    
      But Wuwan Liu was a first‑transfer messenger with nearly 10 points of qi and blood.
    

    

    
      His surging life force suppressed his pain and gave him the strength to counterattack!
    

    

    
      Yet even such a ferocious man crawling from a pile of corpses… when he saw before him a man wholly pierced by arrows yet expressionless and steadily gripping his straight blade…
    

    

    
      An ineffable terror and chill instantly gripped his heart.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      A brutal fourth strike!
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the second unit of crossbowmen, having learned that blade flashes deflected bolts, deliberately waited for Yan San’s blade flash before shooting.
    

    

    
      Thirty‑three strands of steel crossbow bolts all pierced through Yan San’s flesh!
    

    

    
      Yet the first to fall was not Yan San’s body—it was Wuwan Liu’s head.
    

    

    
      The Ghostly Mask still clung tightly to his face, seeming to have fused into one.
    

    

    
      But even a Ghostly Knight could not withstand the searing Moonring that slashed four times in a row.
    

    

    
      Yan Ru Shi pushed through the crowd.
    

    

    
      Ignoring the generals’ and warriors’ attempts to stop her, she insisted on approaching the tall man still standing in the center of the clearing.
    

    

    
      He no longer looked human.
    

    

    
      The crossbow bolts had pierced nearly every part of his body.
    

    

    
      There wasn’t a single piece of intact flesh on his face.
    

    

    
      It looked as if there was more iron than flesh in him.
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      Yan Ru Shi truly couldn’t understand.
    

    

    
      “I cleared your name, gave you justice, compensated your loss, pointed out your future, and fulfilled your request—why did you still insist on killing him?”
    

    

    
      The man gave no reply.
    

    

    
      For a moment, Yan Ru Shi thought he was already dead.
    

    

    
      But just as she turned around, she heard a faint laugh from behind.
    

    

    
      “I was happy.”
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      The man collapsed with a loud crash.
    

    

    
      Blood surged from his wounds, pooling into a red pond on the ground.
    

    

    
      Yet the corner of his mouth, pierced by arrows, lifted ever so slightly, as if he were smiling.
    

    

    
      Yan Ru Shi stared at this scene.
    

    

    
      Countless voices surrounded her, but she couldn’t make out a single word.
    

    

    
      The scorching sun hung above her, but she felt cold to the bone.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Still haven’t found it?”
    

    

    
      “County Lord, give us a little more time—we will definitely—”
    

    

    
      “Forget it, no need. Even if you find it, it’s just a first‑transfer token. You may leave.”
    

    

    
      Inside the command building of Pingcheng’s military camp, Yan Ru Shi waved off the military secretary.
    

    

    
      She signaled the warriors to guard the door and not let anyone in.
    

    

    
      Then she opened a chest and wardrobe, undressed, and changed into a White Fox mask and clothing made from ordinary Great Qi fabric.
    

    

    
      Only while undressing, she was so distracted she nearly removed her chest wrap as well.
    

    

    
      What happened today had shaken her greatly.
    

    

    
      Someone had been willing to disregard their future, disregard life and death, just to seek justice, to vent their anger.
    

    

    
      How many such people were still in Great Qi?
    

    

    
      And Yan San was a strong and powerful man.
    

    

    
      If she hadn’t happened to be present today, he might have been framed.
    

    

    
      Were incidents of Zhongyuan people being oppressed and framed like this happening every day across Great Qi?
    

    

    
      Were there people like Yan San born every day, waiting for a chance to reclaim justice?
    

    

    
      In comparison, Yan San’s straight blade token, though a new kind she’d never seen before, was not all that important.
    

    

    
      Troubled by these thoughts, Yan Ru Shi closed her eyes and silently recited “Thieves’ House.”
    

    

    
      With a slight tremor, when she opened her eyes again, she was already in her private room at the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      Pushing the door open, she found the others already seated.
    

    

    
      She quickly put on an apologetic expression, opened her fan, and smiled.
    

    

    
      “Sorry, the girls were too clingy—I was a little late—”
    

    

    
      Her voice came to an abrupt stop.
    

    

    
      Her eyes locked onto Yellow Dog’s direction.
    

    

    
      Yellow Dog noticed her gaze and asked, “What’s wrong?”
    

    

    
      “Oh, just saw you brought a blade, and only then did I realize we’re allowed to bring weapons here.”
    

    

    
      Yan Ru Shi casually sat down.
    

    

    
      “Next time, I’ll bring a blade too.”
    

    

    
      “I tried that,” Red Snake Shang Xinlei said, laying a small tablecloth on the stone table, taking out a teacup and kettle, and sipping tea as she spoke.
    

    

    
      “This place is just like the main city—tokens can’t be activated.”
    

    

    
      “For safety, keep at least three steps apart from each other,” Black Wolf Medicine Master Wen said.
    

    

    
      “Sudden close contact will be treated as hostility.”
    

    

    
      “Got it, got it.”
    

    

    
      Yan Ru Shi fanned herself, her gaze skimming over Yellow Dog’s blade like a dragonfly touching water.
    

    

    
      It was a White Iron Straight Blade.
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      “According to my investigation, Anguo Temple is not only a temple but also the largest bank in Chang’an.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen had just spoken when Yan Qing couldn’t help but ask: “A temple is also a bank?”
    

    

    
      “That’s nothing strange. Temples themselves had loan‑granting treasury departments. Prominent clans and noble families depositing money to temples and entrusting those bald monks to lend it out was completely normal. Otherwise, why do you think temples were so flourishing with incense—both the poor and the rich loved to worship Buddha.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei blew on her teacup and rubbed her fingers in a vulgar gesture.
    

    

    
      “Because that’s how they made money.”
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen struck the stone table heavily and said calmly, “If anyone has doubts or wants to speak up, you can wait until I finish—or perhaps you’d like to preside?”
    

    

    
      Everyone promptly shook their heads. Ying Ru Shi took out her notebook and graphite pencil and pretended to take notes, but in reality she was writing a record only she could understand:
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf values rules, says one thing and follows through. Even if his true identity isn’t a general, he’s certainly a real power figure commanding a violent agency.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen said, “Because of the double nature of temple and bank, Anguo Temple usually has many people worshipping Buddha, and the job’s required arrival time was at the third quarter of noon. At that time there weren’t many burning incense, but the area around Anguo Temple is full of food stalls and businesses, so there would definitely be many people nearby, just as this sand table map shows.”
    

    

    
      Everyone looked down at the real‑time sand table, and indeed the area around Anguo Temple was bustling with traffic of carriages and horses, with both stall vendors and established shops.
    

    

    
      “It’s basically impossible to steal without anyone noticing. I suggest we go in head‑on and rob it. What do you all think?”
    

    

    
      The three of them exchanged a glance and voted unanimously in favor.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen continued, “If we go in head‑on, we need to solve three problems—shut the hall doors, open the golden cabinets, and escape pursuit.”
    

    

    
      “Of these, escaping pursuit is the easiest, because Chang’an City is the capital. Whether it’s the palace guards or the frontier Shen Ce Army, they all treat internal security within Chang’an with extreme disregard. The only force capable of rapidly responding is the Wu Hou Fire Patrol.”
    

    

    
      “Moreover, we don’t need to flee the city; we only need to stay on Vermilion Bird Avenue for half a quarter of an hour to return to the Thieves’ House.”
    

    

    
      “There’s also no need to worry about Anguo Temple’s defense, because Chang’an City is the capital. No one has ever dared rob a temple, and at most the temples had armed warrior‑monks to pressure commoners into repaying debts.”
    

    

    
      “As long as the Thieves’ House lifts the capital’s restrictions for us, once we enter Anguo Temple we can control the situation. Those fat‑headed, big‑bellied monks will open the door to the treasury for us after a few whacks.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt something strange.
    

    

    
      Why did ‘Chang’an City being the capital’ mean that ‘the army would disregard city security’ and ‘temples would never fear being robbed’?
    

    

    
      Could it be that Chang’an was the legendary best city in the world, where everyone was honest?
    

    

    
      But Ying Ru Shi immediately told the truth.
    

    

    
      “You can rest assured about that, Black Wolf,” she said. “Last time the Thieves’ House committed a crime was fifty years ago in Buye Tian, which at the time was the capital of the Wei kingdom. That gang of thieves went straight into the palace from the front gate. The palace guards were so used to the rule that no one could be harmed in the capital, that even when someone was beheaded, they didn’t dodge or avoid, and dozens died before they realized they had to fight back.”
    

    

    
      “Whenever the Thieves’ House strikes, they are always allowed to kill in the capital—of course, anyone who encounters thieves will have their restrictions lifted, too.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing suddenly understood.
    

    

    
      He recalled the game’s three major capital cities—Jiangnan, Chang’an, Buye Tian—and finally realized that the “capital” they were talking about was indeed the in‑game term for capital city!
    

    

    
      A complete safety zone where players couldn’t harm NPCs or other players!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing remembered that he had designed the Thieves’ House dungeon to involve stealing in the main‑world capital. More precisely, stealing in the safe zone was one of the dungeon’s selling points.
    

    

    
      He’d initially overlooked the concept of a safety zone, since this was reality, not a game—but he hadn’t expected this world to be “gamified” so thoroughly, with not only dungeons implemented but also safety zones!
    

    

    
      “Then the second problem: opening the golden cabinet.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen pointed at that huge golden cabinet inside Anguo Temple. “Anguo Temple has four large golden cabinets. Each cabinet is one zhang tall, one zhang wide, and one zhang deep, called the ‘One‑Zhang Cabinet’. The doors and walls of the cabinet are two chi thick, cast with tons of refined gold by the Third‑Stage Imperial Fire Messenger in the past.”
    

    

    
      “The mission time is only two quarters of an hour, which also includes our round‑trip time from Vermilion Bird Avenue to Anguo Temple and the half‑quarter‑hour needed for withdrawal. That means at most we have only one quarter of an hour to deal with this cabinet.”
    

    

    
      “There are only three ways to handle the cabinet—take it whole, violently break it open, or pick the lock. The least feasible method is lockpicking.”
    

    

    
      “Why is lockpicking not feasible?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei opened the small pouch she carried, took out a pastry, ate a bite, and sipped tea, as if performing an after‑meal dessert ritual. Yan Qing thought this person had quite the appetite—she was eating and drinking here all by herself, yet she seemed perfectly at ease doing so—and she didn’t even share with him.
    

    

    
      But Shang Xinlei clearly couldn’t hear Yan Qing’s complaints, and she said seriously, “I have the ‘Invisible Hand’. So far, I haven’t met a lock that can stop me.”
    

    

    
      She seemed afraid they wouldn’t believe her, so she pulled out a glove from her pouch—thin as a cicada’s wing silk. Its cuff was supposed to be slightly loose, but once she wore it, it fit perfectly with no visible wrinkles.
    

    

    
      If Yan Qing had logged into a side account, he would have seen the item’s detailed information, but unfortunately he was just a three-dimensional being without a game system. Although Shang Xinlei didn’t reveal full intel about the Invisible Hand, she still gave a brief demonstration of its wonders—
    

    

    
      Her fingertip gently brushed across the water chestnut cake on the table. 
    

    

    
      The cake was like jelly, with clearly visible water chestnuts inside under the light. 
    

    

    
      As her finger stirred randomly, the inside of the cake turned into a mess, and the square-shaped water chestnuts were crushed by her fingertip.
    

    

    
      However, when Shang Xinlei withdrew her hand, everyone could see that although the interior of the cake was full of holes, its surface remained completely intact!
    

    

    
      “No wonder it’s called the Invisible Hand,” Ying Ru Shi exclaimed. “With this item, Red Snake, you don’t need a key to unlock anything. Your hand itself is the master key that can crack all lock mechanisms.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t doubt your skill,” Medicine Master Wen said. “But the lock on the golden cabinet is more troublesome than you think. Come closer and have a look…”
    

    

    
      When they all stood up and bent down to inspect the small section of Anguo Temple on the sand table, Yan Qing was reluctant to go near—despite carrying the White Iron Straight Blade item, he was still an untransformed ordinary person. 
    

    

    
      The more closely he interacted with them, the easier it would be for them to spot his flaws.
    

    

    
      Also, wasn’t this interface too unintelligent? When observing a specific area, it should be zoomable...
    

    

    
      Almost instinctively, Yan Qing stretched out three fingers and swiped the sand table.
    

    

    
      Then the sand table immediately transformed. 
    

    

    
      Other regions vanished, leaving only the transparent section of Anguo Temple enlarged to its maximum. 
    

    

    
      Even the number of bricks and roof tiles could be seen clearly.
    

    

    
      A silence fell over the Thieves’ House. 
    

    

    
      Everyone stared tightly at the sand table and at Yan Qing. After a moment, Shang Xinlei asked, “Can you change it back?”
    

    

    
      With the same muscle memory, Yan Qing pinched his three fingers inward, and the sand table returned to its original state.
    

    

    
      It was a bit odd—why did phone and tablet gesture logic also work here? Could it be that The Messenger developed a mobile game version after he transmigrated?
    

    

    
      “How did you make Anguo Temple bigger?” Shang Xinlei paused, then seemed to realize she was asking a favor, and began to act coy with a delicate voice: “Will you tell me, please?”
    

    

    
      Red Snake really was a woman!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing, Ying Ru Shi, and Medicine Master Wen all thought the same thing.
    

    

    
      In truth, Red Snake had never tried too hard to disguise herself. Although her clothing was of a style suited for movement and revealed little about her figure, everything she used and ate was extremely refined. Her exposed hands were so delicate and fair that it was easy to judge that she was a noblewoman with very high standards of living in real life.
    

    

    
      Of course, Yan Qing wouldn’t lose his mind just because her voice was pleasant. On the contrary, he realized this was a chance to strengthen his persona.
    

    

    
      “You guys seriously didn’t know?” His tone carried some surprise, then he smiled and chuckled lightly. “Then watch closely—I can demonstrate it a few more times if you want.”
    

    

    
      The gestures for zooming in and out were very simple, so Shang Xinlei and the others naturally learned it in one try. But deep down, they felt annoyed. 
    

    

    
      Anyone could tell Yan Qing’s tone was full of superiority, like a city slicker teaching some bumpkins trivial knowledge.
    

    

    
      Still, annoyance was annoyance—they all silently raised their opinion of “Yellow Dog”—to know such obscure tricks, this guy clearly wasn’t as simple as he appeared.
    

    

    
      They zoomed in and out of Anguo Temple repeatedly and soon learned to apply the technique flexibly to observe different regions. However, Ying Ru Shi noticed that whenever they zoomed in on sensitive areas like the palace, military camps, or the Six Ministries, Medicine Master Wen would immediately zoom out and redirect the focus elsewhere, as if trying to block them from examining Zhou State’s secrets.
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf must be from Zhou and deeply loyal to the Zhou State.” Ying Ru Shi quietly recorded.
    

    

    
      After playing around for a while, Medicine Master Wen signaled for the meeting to continue. 
    

    

    
      She zoomed in on Anguo Temple and let everyone see the four golden cabinets inside the treasury. “Although the golden cabinets have locks, they don’t have keys.”
    

    

    
      “There are eighteen embedded steel locks securing the door to the golden cabinet. To unlock them, you can only rotate the dial on the cabinet door.”
    

    

    
      They saw that the cabinet door had a dial in the center, with only one handle. Judging by the proportions, the handle was just the right size for an average person to grip with one hand.
    

    

    
      “You can see it too—there’s only one handle on the dial, and it’s especially short,” Medicine Master Wen said. “But even if the handle were longer, it wouldn’t save much strength.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi looked at the door that had no keyhole and realized a possibility.
    

    

    
      “The only way to open the cabinet is by turning this dial?”
    

    

    
      “That’s right. Inside the cabinet door is a very complex gear mechanism. It requires eighty-one full rotations to unlock a single embedded lock.”
    

    

    
      “So, that’s 1,458 rotations.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei immediately calculated the result.
    

    

    
      “By the way, the person responsible for opening the cabinet at Anguo Temple is a martial monk who’s trained his vital energy and blood all his life. His strength is about three times that of a typical Martial Messenger. Even he needs a full breath to rotate the dial once. It takes at least half an hour each time to open the cabinet.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen paused. “All of this was intentionally spread by Anguo Temple to let Chang’an’s nobles know how secure their golden cabinets are—so secure that even if the authorities confiscate their assets, the temple can delay for at least half an hour.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Yan Qing and the others understand why Black Wolf had said picking the lock was impossible—because this lock didn’t require technique at all, only brute force and time.
    

    

    
      Even if they had the strength, they didn’t have enough time.
    

    

    
      The Thieves’ House only gave them two quarters of an hour, about half an hour total.
    

    

    
      They were left with two choices: take the cabinet, or force it open.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei said, “I could borrow a Dimensional Sleeve, but even a Third-Stage Dimensional Sleeve couldn’t store a cabinet this large.”
    

    

    
      “The Midas Touch item can absorb gold normally and enhance its golden power in battle,” Ying Ru Shi said. “I don’t have the Midas Touch, but I can try to find something that can absorb or melt gold, based on that idea.”
    

    

    
      Everyone proposed different strategies, but either they required extremely rare items, or their effectiveness couldn’t be guaranteed. One inch of thickness was enough to nullify the destructive power of most items.
    

    

    
      Even while discussing, Ying Ru Shi kept an eye on things. She noticed that Yan Qing had been staring at the four golden cabinets inside the treasury and casually asked, “Yellow Dog, do you have an idea? Share it so we can discuss together.”
    

    

    
      “I have a way to destroy all four golden cabinets.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s words shocked them.
    

    

    
      “And I don’t need any special items—just some simple tools.”
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      In the carriage heading toward Buye Tian City, Ying Ru Shi flipped through her notes, making sure no intelligence had been overlooked.
    

    

    
      After Yellow Dog resolved the difficult problem of opening the gold vault, there remained only one last major obstacle in the thieves’ plan: closing the temple doors.
    

    

    
      On this matter, no one could come up with a good solution.
    

    

    
      Anguo Temple was very large, with more than one exit, and more importantly, it also had a second and even a third floor.
    

    

    
      Even if the four of them immediately controlled the main gate, the monks in Anguo Temple would surely know to escape from the side or back doors, or even jump directly from the second floor—it wasn’t impossible.
    

    

    
      Then should they suppress all exits first?
    

    

    
      Setting aside the fact that there were only four of them and manpower was extremely tight, a greater issue was that the main hall of Anguo Temple was also not small, and the process of closing the hall doors and then regrouping at the vault would inevitably take considerable time.
    

    

    
      If Yellow Dog’s method proved feasible, then the four of them would need to work together in the vault and couldn’t split up.
    

    

    
      But there were still four days left, so “Black Wolf” proposed that they end the meeting for today, go back and think carefully about the “closing the hall doors” task, and reconvene at the Thieves’ House tomorrow at the usual time to continue the discussion.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi understood in her heart that Black Wolf and Red Snake were surely off verifying the method provided by “Yellow Dog.”
    

    

    
      They likely didn’t believe that such ordinary tools, paired with a technique of no real difficulty, could achieve destructive power that even third- or fourth-stage Tokens couldn’t match.
    

    

    
      But without verification, they couldn’t refute it, so they simply interrupted the meeting and planned to use the verification results tomorrow to thoroughly slap “Yellow Dog” in the face.
    

    

    
      They all wanted to suppress “Yellow Dog’s” momentum.
    

    

    
      Yes, even though Black Wolf chaired the meeting and Red Snake often joined the discussion, the truly dominant figure in this meeting was the quiet and reserved “Yellow Dog.”
    

    

    
      Everyone else knew nothing about the Thieves’ House, but he knew how to operate the sand table;
    

    

    
      Among the three major problems, he solved the most troublesome one—“opening the gold vault.”
    

    

    
      No one could refute his proposals, and whatever he said, the rest could only listen.
    

    

    
      If this continued, he would easily seize the leadership of their four-person group.
    

    

    
      Black Wolf, who had tried to compete for leadership from the start, realized that if this went on, he would become the sidekick, so he decisively ended the meeting.
    

    

    
      If Black Wolf wanted to prove that Yellow Dog’s method didn’t work, she would probably be disappointed, Ying Ru Shi thought.
    

    

    
      Although it hadn’t been tested yet, Ying Ru Shi was sure that Yellow Dog would never speak without basis.
    

    

    
      This stemmed not only from her observation of Yellow Dog but also from... that white iron straight blade.
    

    

    
      The straight blade that Yan San used to kill Wu Wanliu was missing after the man died.
    

    

    
      It was clearly a new Token that had never appeared in “The Messenger’s Compendium,” yet it was in Yellow Dog’s hands.
    

    

    
      It was hard for Ying Ru Shi not to associate Yan San with Yellow Dog—she even suspected that the blade in Yellow Dog’s hand was exactly Yan San’s.
    

    

    
      Before leaving Pingcheng, she had deliberately questioned the Hundred-Ward Riders who had entered the secret realm today and confirmed that Yan San had not brought a straight blade before entering.
    

    

    
      Yan San hadn’t even used a straight blade when fighting the Demon King.
    

    

    
      Someone had suggested that the blade resembled the Demon King’s weapon, but the two blades the Demon King dropped today were already among the spoils, and neither had Token effects.
    

    

    
      It was as if Yan San had borrowed the white iron straight blade from someone just before the kill, and once he finished, it automatically returned.
    

    

    
      As if someone stood behind the curtain, watching the world coldly, occasionally dropping a single piece that changed the fate of certain people.
    

    

    
      As if...
    

    

    
      “Yellow Dog...”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi mulled over the codename, burying these baseless speculations deep in her heart.
    

    

    
      For some reason, she began to look forward to the theft four days later.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Miss, all the wooden cabinet doors have been ripped off—so impressive!”
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu was very excited, and the other three maids felt similarly.
    

    

    
      They were all ordinary people, and although they did manual labor often, they weren’t particularly strong—but these four battered wooden cabinets before them were their masterpiece—so we could actually be this strong!
    

    

    
      However, Medicine Master Wen did not look pleased.
    

    

    
      “Go buy four iron cabinets and try again,” she ordered.
    

    

    
      At that moment, a servant came to report that the Lord of the Prefecture had finally finished his official duties and had time to meet her.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen rushed to Changqiu Study, closed the door, and said, “Father, we can now deploy ambush troops on Vermillion Bird Avenue. Once we descend, you can capture those three thieves!”
    

    

    
      Whew.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Mo Ke put down his long water pipe and exhaled a puff of pale smoke.
    

    

    
      He remained silent for a long time, until Medicine Master Wen grew a little impatient, and he finally said slowly, “Compared to Bingzi Pepper Forest, the Thieves’ House is more important—you are more important. Rather than making a big fuss over Bingzi Pepper Forest, it’s better to let you all steal it. Once you control the Thieves’ House, it won’t be too late to return it.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen was stunned.
    

    

    
      “Of course, I won’t condone your theft of Bingzi Pepper Forest. If you cause any trouble, I can only guarantee your safety.
    

    

    
      If you want to steal from Bingzi Pepper Forest, you’ll have to rely on yourselves.”
    

    

    
      “Father,” Medicine Master Wen said slowly, enunciating every word, “I don’t understand.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Mo Ke stood up and paced back and forth in the room.
    

    

    
      After hesitating for a while, he sat back down and took a deep drag on the water pipe, sighing, “Wen, I won’t hide it from you. I have many enemies at court. The moment they get a chance, they try to deceive His Majesty and set me up...
    

    

    
      Bingzi Pepper Forest was the Grand Ancestor’s sword.
    

    

    
      If it returns to the public eye, those arrogant officials might unite against me.”
    

    

    
      Arrogant?
    

    

    
      Weren’t they loyal instead?
    

    

    
      “Father, the reason you have so many enemies is because you appoint only your own people and exclude others,” said Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      “You think that Bingzi Pepper Forest would remind many loyal officials of the Grand Ancestor’s favor and the imperial family’s grace, so you’d rather let us steal it to undermine the imperial prestige!”
    

    

    
      “Insolent!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Mo Ke smashed the water pipe with a slap, stood up, and glared angrily at Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      “You talk to your father like that?! Who do you think you are, the emperor?”
    

    

    
      “In your bid for absolute power, you treat everything as bargaining chips.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen raised her hand to sweep away the smoke in front of her, shook her head, and said, “Father, you’ll regret this.”
    

    

    
      “The twenty-four prefectures of Chang’an rest on my shoulders. It’s not your place to decide national affairs,” Medicine Master Mo Ke said coldly.
    

    

    
      “Wen, I am the Grand Chancellor of Great Zhou!”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Jiangnan City, the Shang Residence.
    

    

    
      “You’re back?” Shang Qiao hurried over to find his sister. “Are you okay?”
    

    

    
      Then he saw Shang Xinlei sitting there eating osmanthus cake one bite after another.
    

    

    
      She not only seemed fine, but her appetite was great.
    

    

    
      “What did you discuss at the Thieves’ House? What’s your plan to steal Bingzi Pepper Forest?”
    

    

    
      “Hmm…” Shang Xinlei tried to recall. “The sand table in the Thieves’ House can zoom in and out—it’s really fun.”
    

    

    
      “What else?”
    

    

    
      “Well… Black Wolf is kind of self-important, always trying to boss us around. But she’s so obvious about it that it comes off really clumsy. In contrast, White Fox is much smoother, but I don’t know why today she was super, super, super focused on Yellow Dog. It looked like Yellow Dog didn’t recognize her either. Could it be she figured out Yellow Dog’s real identity?”
    

    

    
      “The most interesting one is Yellow Dog. He thought he hid it well, but he kept drooling while staring at me!”
    

    

    
      “What!”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao shot to his feet. “He drooled while looking at you?!”
    

    

    
      “Yup, especially when I was eating osmanthus cake and licking the glutinous rice powder off my fingers. I even saw him swallow!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei giggled, “Even though he was wearing a mask, I could totally read his expression—he was definitely hoping I’d share the cake with him. Hmph, if he doesn’t ask, I won’t give him any!”
    

    

    
      “Oh, so he was drooling over the cake…”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao slowly sat back down. “So what about your theft plan?”
    

    

    
      “Huh? They’ll take care of that. I’ll just go with them,” Shang Xinlei said, propping up her chin.
    

    

    
      “All in all, they’re a very interesting group. I’m already looking forward to the day we all go to Chang’an together.”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao felt something was off.
    

    

    
      The Thieves’ House was supposed to be a dangerous secret realm full of scheming theft kings fighting over treasures—
    

    

    
      How did it turn into a private gathering of friends planning a vacation, according to his sister?
    

    

    
      They were supposed to be aiming for the secret realm or treasures—
    

    

    
      Sis, what exactly are you going for?
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      After returning to his own room, Yan Qing casually placed his mask on the table and let gravity pull his body onto the soft, fluffy bed.
    

    

    
      Although he hadn’t done anything, he still felt worn out.
    

    

    
      The midday thieves’ meeting had given him a sense of going to work, but what was harder to bear was that the others could return to their homes in the main world, whereas he could only return to the room provided by the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      Though in reality it made no difference—they would all return to their rooms before entering the hall tomorrow—the environment of ‘stepping out the door straight into the workplace’ still gave Yan Qing a bit of post-traumatic stress.
    

    

    
      Lunch was still roasted lamb leg and wrapped vegetables, and at most Yan Qing could only reheat them a little.
    

    

    
      For some reason, he somewhat missed ice cream and cake—he hadn’t liked sweets before, but after seeing Red Snake eating those pastries today and licking the glutinous rice powder off his fingers, Yan Qing couldn’t help swallowing.
    

    

    
      Spirit Jade purchasing power should be quite good—once he reached any safe zone in a main city, he could shop in peace…
    

    

    
      Yan Qing shook his head like a rattle drum, trying hard to shake the thoughts out of his mind.
    

    

    
      As long as he didn’t take risks, there would be no danger.
    

    

    
      As long as he didn’t go out, there would be no accidents.
    

    

    
      Improving one’s life was something only those with no worries could think about—their only concern now was to survive with all their might.
    

    

    
      Not to mention anything else, he wasn’t even a first-stage messenger yet.
    

    

    
      When talking with Black Wolf and the others, he always felt like a husky mixed into a wolf pack, afraid to let them notice something was off.
    

    

    
      Luckily, Black Wolf suggested ending the meeting, or Yan Qing would’ve been so nervous he needed to pee urgently.
    

    

    
      After eating and brushing his teeth, Yan Qing lay on the bed and turned on the Naise game console.
    

    

    
      “Messenger, activate!”
    

    

    
      In the character interface, only “Yan Qing” remained—“Yan San” had already disappeared without a trace.
    

    

    
      Actually, after Yan Qing killed Wu Wanliu, he had felt a bit regretful.
    

    

    
      After all, the Lord of Lecheng had promised him that he could run the dungeon every day, which meant at least 2,000 Spirit Jade plus a token and various foods as stable daily income.
    

    

    
      If Wu Wanliu had knelt and kowtowed in apology, perhaps Yan Qing would have let it go and they’d still be friends.
    

    

    
      Who knew Wu Wanliu wouldn’t give him face.
    

    

    
      We single‑player gamers are like this: if we hate a character, we kill them; if we can’t kill them, we go online, download a mod, and kill them that way.
    

    

    
      In my game, there cannot exist a single character I dislike.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing quickly came up with a backup plan, because he heard the Lord of Lecheng tell someone that the loot from the secret realm would usually go to the Pingcheng military camp, and once accumulated enough, it would be sent to Buye Tian.
    

    

    
      So Yan Qing could easily create a thief character, find a way into the military camp, and steal the stockpiled pills and Spirit Jade—and he’d get over ten thousand Spirit Jade in one go.
    

    

    
      One theft could basically cover the fine for failing a thief mission.
    

    

    
      As for how to break into the camp and where they stored the loot, Yan Qing didn’t worry—at worst, he could blaze a trail with dozens of new accounts and gather specific intelligence…
    

    

    
      A stroke of inspiration flashed through his mind, vaguely connecting to something.
    

    

    
      But at that moment, a new prompt popped up in the game, capturing all his attention.
    

    

    
      “Detected that your other true‑mode character has max‑level skills. Would you like to enable the ‘Talent Inheritance’ feature? Note: after activating this feature, you may only create new characters in True Mode.”
    

    

    
      “Talent Inheritance: limited to activation by True Mode characters. To honor players’ great achievements in True Mode, when creating a new character, the player may pass on an existing character’s talent to the new one.”
    

    

    
      “Details: the existing character’s max‑level skills will become the new character’s ‘Talent Skills’, granting an additional 100% experience bonus, and stacking with comprehension bonuses.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s eyes flashed—‘existing character’s max‑level skills’ should refer to his maxed basic Footwork skill.
    

    

    
      That meant his new character, when learning basic Footwork, could get a 100% experience bonus?
    

    

    
      With such a great feature, of course he’d enable it!
    

    

    
      Basic Footwork was hard to train—it could only be practiced through dodging and long‑distance movement, and ‘Yan San’ had never even reached level one by the time of death.
    

    

    
      And it seemed that beyond basic skills, advanced skills could also be inherited, such as Thunderclap Blade Technique.
    

    

    
      Advanced skills mostly had only beginner manuals; higher levels had to be enhanced through combat. With Talent Inheritance, as long as Yan Qing had one advanced character, he could easily train other low‑level accounts to high levels.
    

    

    
      Isn’t this a bit overpowered?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing then thought that this was probably a scheme by the company to lure more people into True Mode.
    

    

    
      With such an overpowered mechanism for raising alts, maybe many casual players who didn’t try True Mode would give it a try.
    

    

    
      Once they fell into this pit, it would be easy to persuade them to buy another month’s subscription…
    

    

    
      Yet when Yan Qing created a new character, his mouth twitched as he cursed the game planners.
    

    

    
      Because on the creation page, a new field “Inheritable Talent” appeared, and naturally it only had Basic Footwork as an option.
    

    

    
      And behind Basic Footwork, there was a price!
    

    

    
      “Basic Footwork Talent: 12 hours of game time”
    

    

    
      “Your total game time so far: 21 hours, available game time: 21 hours”
    

    

    
      The currency for purchasing talents wasn’t in-game currency, nor real-world money, but game time!
    

    

    
      Twelve hours didn’t seem expensive—Yan Qing could afford it—but the problem was, if Basic Footwork talent already cost twelve hours, wouldn’t advanced skill talents start at one hundred hours?
    

    

    
      At the rate Yan Qing burned through low-level accounts every day, no amount of game time would be enough for him.
    

    

    
      So should he try a new gaming style and carefully nurture low-level accounts?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing rejected that idea.
    

    

    
      Even if he wasn’t crazy and tried to be careful, the low-level accounts could still die unexpectedly.
    

    

    
      And compared to the loss of “game time” as a virtual currency, what truly mattered was the actual time he had spent—if a long-played character died, most of the time spent on that character would go to waste.
    

    

    
      Even one’s real life could be wasted—virtual losses were hardly worth mentioning.
    

    

    
      After a short consideration, Yan Qing decided on his play strategy: invest in talents when necessary, be generous with low-level accounts, but don’t get attached.
    

    

    
      If he became too invested in a character and didn’t dare take risks, it would completely defeat the purpose—he made low-level accounts precisely because he didn’t want to take risks!
    

    

    
      So he quickly created a tall, strong character with 13 Vital Energy and Blood, and assigned the Basic Footwork talent.
    

    

    
      While customizing the character’s appearance, Yan Qing recalled the prejudice people like Wu Wanliu held against Central Plains folk.
    

    

    
      This time he was going to steal—if he used a Central Plains face to stir trouble, they might take it out on innocent people.
    

    

    
      With that in mind, Yan Qing created a new character with a Northern appearance and named him “Ye Si.”
    

    

    
      “Buye Tian’s Starter Village,” start the game!
    

    

    
      As soon as he spawned, he headed straight for Pingcheng with practiced ease.
    

    

    
      On the way, Yan Qing noticed something different—passersby would actively avoid him, even stop and wait for him to pass, despite “Ye Si” wearing nothing more than common clothes.
    

    

    
      There wasn’t much change at Pingcheng’s gate.
    

    

    
      Civilians still lined up on the left for the guards’ slow inspection, while a few guards idled and chatted on the right.
    

    

    
      The only difference was—it wasn’t the same guards as yesterday.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t bother with niceties and walked directly toward the right.
    

    

    
      Seeing the man in coarse clothes without even shoes, the guards instinctively wanted to shout at him—but when they looked up and saw “Ye Si”’s face, the words got stuck in their throats.
    

    

    
      “Got a pass?” one of the guards asked.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing stood at the gate, watching them, ready to beat them up at any moment.
    

    

    
      His original plan had been to force his way in and find a place to lie low until nightfall before sneaking into the military camp.
    

    

    
      But the guards exchanged glances, unsure about the identity of this Northern hulk, and ended up stepping aside.
    

    

    
      Perks like this?
    

    

    
      Just as Yan Qing was about to go in, he heard a commotion nearby.
    

    

    
      He turned his head and saw an old woman arguing with a guard in the left-hand queue.
    

    

    
      “I-I only have five coins… before it was always five coins…”
    

    

    
      “You’re coming to do business, so you have to pay the city tax,” the guard pointed at the basket she was carrying. “No tax, no entry!”
    

    

    
      “I’m not doing business—I’m delivering these to my son who works as a waiter at the inn… the Chen Inn…” the old woman lifted the cloth covering the basket, revealing warm reddish eggs. She muttered, “My son loves our eggs back home. I’m delivering eggs, not selling them. Five coins should be enough…”
    

    

    
      The guard glanced at the eggs and took the five coins she offered.
    

    

    
      “Alright, go in.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you, thank you sir… ah, give that back!”
    

    

    
      “You said you’re not doing business—then you can’t bring in the eggs. Move along, don’t block the way!”
    

    

    
      “Please, sir, have a heart. My son works hard, eats poorly, sleeps worse—I just want to give him some eggs to nourish him—”
    

    

    
      “Get lost!”
    

    

    
      In the struggle, two eggs rolled out of the basket and cracked on the ground, rich yellow yolk oozing onto the dirt.
    

    

    
      Annoyed, the guard shoved her hard—she fell backward onto the ground.
    

    

    
      He felt slighted and cursed as he stepped forward, stomping the eggshells to bits, then lifted his foot to kick her.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t I tell you to scram? You won’t drink the toast, huh—”
    

    

    
      Thud!
    

    

    
      “Ye Si” punched the guard into the wall—13 Vital Energy and Blood smashed his teeth out.
    

    

    
      Before the guard could react, “Ye Si” grabbed the back of his head and slammed him into the ground!
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you want eggs? Eat, don’t waste them. Eat all you want.”
    

    

    
      Although the ground at the gate was leveled with few stones, “Ye Si”’s power was immense.
    

    

    
      Soon the eggshells were ground into powder, and the guard’s face was a bloody mess.
    

    

    
      None of the other guards dared to stop him—someone seemed to run off to alert the Hundred-Ward, but Yan Qing didn’t care.
    

    

    
      Perhaps this was the real reason Yan Qing didn’t dare to go out into the real world—Master Yan had a kind heart and couldn’t bear the suffering of mortals.
    

    

    
      He was the kind of person who’d walk the long way around beggars, because he couldn’t tell if they were real or fake, and he had little money himself.
    

    

    
      If he saw someone truly miserable, his empathy would surge but he’d be powerless to help, and it would make him feel awful.
    

    

    
      But the game was different.
    

    

    
      It was precisely because he couldn’t express himself in reality that he projected his desires into the game.
    

    

    
      If he was framed, he’d seek revenge day and night.
    

    

    
      If he was angry, he’d take action immediately.
    

    

    
      What was the point of being cautious in a game?
    

    

    
      “You keep going and he’s going to die.”
    

    

    
      “Ye Si” turned his head and saw an old general slowly approaching on an old horse, followed by several Ghostly Knights.
    

    

    
      As they appeared, everyone near the city gate backed away.
    

    

    
      The old woman on the ground was terrified and scrambled away.
    

    

    
      “Let go and I’ll spare your life,” the old general said calmly.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing remembered him—the game system remembered too.
    

    

    
      Displayed above his head was the name:
    

    

    
      “Hundred-Ward Supervisor · Gai Louxian”
    

    

    
      When Ying Ru Shi promoted Yan San, she had placed him under this old general’s command.
    

    

    
      The Hundred-Ward had one Commander, three Supervisors, and eighteen Banner Leaders—all Banner Leaders were first-stage Messengers.
    

    

    
      As for the Supervisors, they were all second-stage Messengers.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced at the old woman’s fading figure in the distance, and without hesitation, crushed the guard’s throat with one hand.
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      Only when enough guards died would anyone realize not to cause trouble at the city gates.
    

    

    
      After so many times entering Pingcheng, he had never once managed to get in unharmed.
    

    

    
      Maybe next time he should break their bones without killing them; that might send a stronger warning?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing watched Gai Louxian approach as he pondered whether the game system would allow an attack that stopped just short.
    

    

    
      Faced with a second‑stage messenger, an un‑promoted alt had virtually no chance to resist—but waiting to be killed wasn’t Yan Qing’s style, so “Ye Si” picked up the fallen guard’s spear.
    

    

    
      Seeing Ye Si’s movement, the knights behind Gai Louxian tried to charge forward, but with a lift of his hand from the veteran, they obediently stayed put.
    

    

    
      Gai Louxian seemed completely unconcerned that Ye Si might attack him, letting the old horse carry him into spear‑striking range.
    

    

    
      “Why insist on killing him?” he asked with mild curiosity. “Charging a bit more to enter the city isn’t a crime worthy of death, is it?”
    

    

    
      “He recognized that woman,” Yan Qing replied. “Because I started this trouble, I can’t leave others with added trouble.”
    

    

    
      “That makes sense.”
    

    

    
      Gai Louxian nodded as if it did, then pulled the reins toward the city. “Follow me—if you dare run, they’ll catch and kill you.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had a vague sense of déjà vu about the scene.
    

    

    
      Seriously, you Northerners—do all of you love this approach?
    

    

    
      Yet Gai Louxian didn’t head for the military camp, but to a roadside tavern.
    

    

    
      He sat at one table, four knights at another, and Yan Qing, unbothered, latched onto the seat across from him.
    

    

    
      Every dish served went straight to Ye Si eating one portion and tossing the rest into the public storage—the evening meal was sorted!
    

    

    
      “Are you Dingling? Or Kusait?” Gai Louxian asked.
    

    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
    

    

    
      “I asked where you came from.”
    

    

    
      “I’m from an outside‑the‑city village, that abandoned one. I returned after years away to find the village gone.”
    

    

    
      “So why come into the city?”
    

    

    
      “To find a way into the military camp.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing answered honestly, though his intent was clearly different from Louxian’s assumption.
    

    

    
      “I could recruit you into the Hundred‑Ward.”
    

    

    
      “I want to clear dungeons daily.”
    

    

    
      Gai Louxian wasn’t surprised. “You want to job‑change to messenger?”
    

    

    
      “Who doesn’t?” Yan Qing replied.
    

    

    
      “Then you’d better temper your temper. You can bully the lowborn, but if you treat nobles that way, you might as well be a grunt soldier.”
    

    

    
      “I won’t change—if I cause trouble, just kill me afterward.” Yan Qing thought that as long as he could play in dungeons for a few days, it was worth it.
    

    

    
      “Tsk‑tsk, you brat—never seen such arrogance. How are you alive at this age without being beaten to death?” Gai Louxian smiled scoldingly. “Goddamn attitude! Fine—if you stir up big trouble, I’ll be the first to kill you!”
    

    

    
      “Deal.”
    

    

    
      “Deal!”
    

    

    
      Just then, a few guards entered the tavern, shouting at the owner for better wine and dishes—they were clearly military rowdies.
    

    

    
      Noticing Ye Si’s gaze, Gai Louxian said, “Frankly, life for these gate guards isn’t great. Without milking a little perk off the job, they couldn’t even feed their families. You better go easy on them from now on.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t buy it. “Why isn’t their life good?”
    

    

    
      “Because their monthly salary is small.”
    

    

    
      “Then why is their pay low? Just from dungeons, the Hundred‑Ward could let the whole city live worry‑free. The Hundred‑Ward is dripping with wealth—don’t they share any of it with Pingcheng?”
    

    

    
      If the Hundred‑Ward camp was a grand mansion, Pingcheng was nothing more than a latrine.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had witnessed their method of sweeping dungeons, raiding the Zheng family once a day, 360 times a year—three hundred sixty Zheng families equated to several Pingchengs!
    

    

    
      Even if the Hundred‑Ward had to funnel many resources upward, logs, bricks, pigs, sheep, cattle, and grain couldn’t all be sent off—they leaked out, enough to feed all of Pingcheng.
    

    

    
      Generous pay didn’t guarantee integrity, but low pay drove people to pocket a few coins from the entry fee.
    

    

    
      Gai Louxian paused midsentence. “You know quite a bit about dungeons. Were your elders in the Hundred‑Ward—or the Thousand‑Rank?”
    

    

    
      Actually, Yan Qing was just testing him.
    

    

    
      If Great Qi only had one or two secret realms, then Gai Louxian would definitely have righteously complained about all its shortcomings.
    

    

    
      But Gai Louxian’s attitude showed that Great Qi controlled more than a few secret realms, and their output alone could sustain the entire nation without issue.
    

    

    
      Seeing “Ye Si” remain silent, Gai Louxian pondered for a moment, then sighed softly.
    

    

    
      “Very few nationals think like you. They can’t wait to keep all the secret realm knowledge hidden... Do you know how vast the gap is between messengers and ordinary people?”
    

    

    
      Before Yan Qing could say “I know,” Gai Louxian drew the dagger at his waist.
    

    

    
      With a twist of his palm, the dagger was crushed into a small lump of metal.
    

    

    
      “My token, Bronze Skin Garment.” Gai Louxian showed him the bronze‑colored underlayer he wore. “With this token, I alone could wipe out bandits and quell rebellions.”
    

    

    
      “And even if an ordinary person obtained my token, they couldn’t wield the effects of Bronze Skin.”
    

    

    
      “As long as there are messengers, whether the common folk rebel or evade taxes, they can’t stir up any real waves.”
    

    

    
      “We still levy taxes, but even if they don’t farm, we can still feast on fish and meat.”
    

    

    
      “The government conscripts them for corvée labor, but that’s the civil officials’ business—many military nobles don’t care.”
    

    

    
      “To us, aside from serving as our servants, the common folk are nearly worthless. They’re like wild grass—nice to have, but not essential.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was puzzled. “If their output doesn’t matter, why bother taxing them?”
    

    

    
      Gai Louxian pointed at the meat, eggs, and milk on the table.
    

    

    
      “To become a messenger, you either need to be educated or have a strong body,” Gai Louxian said calmly. “We must make sure the people don’t starve to death.”
    

    

    
      Not starve to death.
    

    

    
      But merely not starving—don’t even think about being well fed.
    

    

    
      To promote job changes, one needed to train skills.
    

    

    
      So, let the commoners have no time or energy to hone their skills.
    

    

    
      Squeeze the civilians.
    

    

    
      Encourage internal strife among low‑level officials.
    

    

    
      Keep them busy with constant conscription and hard labor—this was the most effective way to minimize the birth of “wild messengers.”
    

    

    
      This world clearly possessed the nearly limitless resources of instances and the superhuman power of messengers.
    

    

    
      Yet, commoners in this world lived even more miserably, because the elite held even greater, absolute violence, yet had no use for ordinary people.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing pointed at the shopkeeper with a Central Plains face. “Is it just because they’re from the Central Plains?”
    

    

    
      Gai Louxian laughed. “What kind of talk is that? Weren’t you a poor man once too? Central Plains people, Northerners—as long as they’re poor, they must obediently pay taxes.”
    

    

    
      “And our Great Qi is already doing quite well. At least we still have many farmers.”
    

    

    
      “Look at Liang to the south. If commoners there aren’t tenant farmers or servants of noble clans, they don’t even get to plant fields.”
    

    

    
      “There are almost no civilians in the south—only slaves.”
    

    

    
      “If you want to change this world even a little, then rein in your temper and climb your way up.”
    

    

    
      “Like the Prince of Pengcheng governing Cangzhou—no bandits within his borders, and no officials dare deceive the people.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      What followed was the boring skill‑training period in the military camp.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing handed it over to the system to manage.
    

    

    
      He had more important things to do.
    

    

    
      Gai Louxian’s mention of Liang to the south helped Yan Qing seize a flash of inspiration just now.
    

    

    
      That’s right—he didn’t have to keep hammering away at Buye Tian’s affiliated region.
    

    

    
      He could head to Jiangnan or Chang’an to unlock a new map.
    

    

    
      More importantly, he could create an alt account to scout intel in Chang’an.
    

    

    
      And even help him steal from the Bingzi Pepper Forest four days later!
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      Always playing a full‑HP character got a bit tedious for Yan Qing, and since this new alt was meant for reconnaissance, being too burly would draw too much attention—
    

    

    
      Chang’an wasn’t the same as Pingcheng; at Pingcheng’s gates you pretty much had to fight your way in, so a full‑HP build was necessary.
    

    

    
      This time he decided to try a full‑dexterity start.
    

    

    
      Just as a higher physique granted an extra 2 HP, being too slim also granted an extra 2 dexterity points, so he created a character who looked malnourished, like a boy who hadn’t yet grown up.
    

    

    
      He skipped investing in the Talent Inheritance; starting a new map, it was inevitable some alts would die, and as for the name—this was an alt for Chang’an—hence “An Wu.”
    

    

    
      “Chang’an Affiliated Starter Village,” he clicked to start the game!
    

    

    
      As the screen lit up, “An Wu” appeared in a small grove, and just beyond it was a village. To Yan Qing’s surprise, this village was built on flat land, houses orderly, fertile fields, beautiful ponds, crisscrossed paths—no matter how you looked, it was a prosperous little village.
    

    

    
      Was it for real? Did a starter village actually exist?
    

    

    
      However, as soon as Yan Qing stepped onto the main road, before entering the village, two burly men with clubs came to block him.
    

    

    
      “This is the estate of Bu Liu Gu—outsiders aren’t welcome.”
    

    

    
      Sure enough, there was no such thing as a free starter village.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt the location for a starter village should be quite nice, and it being run like an estate was understandable—but that Qi Kingdom’s starter village falling into ruin would’ve been the real surprise.
    

    

    
      “I want to go to Chang’an—can you tell me the way?”
    

    

    
      The burly men exchanged glances, then pointed west: “Follow this road onto the main path, head northwest for about two shichen and you’ll reach Chang’an County.”
    

    

    
      Two shichen—even with an auto‑run buff, that’d take at least one shichen, and the sun was already slanting west—it was afternoon.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t the darkness that worried him as much as the travel time—what if his alt died and he had to start another? That’d add another shichen of travel. Every task would begin with a shichen trek—what player could stand that?
    

    

    
      Within sight of the guards, Yan Qing gradually moved onto the main road.
    

    

    
      Was there a way to cut down on the travel time?
    

    

    
      If he couldn’t shorten the duration, at least reduce the number of trips…
    

    

    
      He suddenly had an idea: open the in‑game map. Although the map had no landmarks, players had to physically explore to reveal terrain, and the one advantage was that the map was shared across all characters.
    

    

    
      Thus Yan Qing could see on the map, a thousand li away from “Chang’an Starter Village,” two other landmarks: “Buye City Starter Village” and “Zhen San Shan Zheng Family.”
    

    

    
      Pingcheng hadn’t been logged into the system.
    

    

    
      But that was understandable—after all, in the game’s programming it probably only recognized permanent game‑related landmarks like starter villages or dungeons; a settlement like Pingcheng that might be destroyed wasn’t qualified to be recorded on the permanent map.
    

    

    
      According to the directions, Yan Qing marked a point to the northwest, then activated the “auto‑navigation” function to let “An Wu” run the map automatically.
    

    

    
      Success—“An Wu” could auto‑run the map.
    

    

    
      In other words, players could assign quests in auto‑navigation.
    

    

    
      Next, Yan Qing had “An Wu” crouch at the road’s edge, then exited the game and quickly created alt “An Liu.”
    

    

    
      When “An Liu” reached the roadside, indeed he saw “An Wu,” crouched inspecting ants.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing activated “auto‑navigation,” having “An Liu” follow “An Wu.”
    

    

    
      Setup complete: “An Liu” crouched beside “An Wu,” both watching ants together!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing exhaled in relief, then repeated the process—creating alts “An Qi,” “An Ba,” “An Jiu,” and setting them all to follow “An Wu.”
    

    

    
      When he controlled “An Wu” running the map, the four trailing alts followed him—all five running the map simultaneously!
    

    

    
      Though the trailing alts couldn’t be finely controlled, at least this saved map‑running time. Yan Qing didn’t dare just let them auto‑run—who knew whether a patrol of knights would spawn and slaughter them—so he sincerely used the speed‑run buff to run.
    

    

    
      One shichen later, the sun set, the sky split into one‑third darkness and two‑thirds pale blue—but Yan Qing already saw the grand city: Chang’an.
    

    

    
      To be precise, he saw the lights outside Chang’an city walls—ten thousand homes lit, crowds of pedestrians, streams of carts and horses, passing estates and markets open at night, wine houses and entertainment quarters.
    

    

    
      Just passing through Chang’an’s outer city took nearly another half‑shichen, so the road time totaled nearly two shichen.
    

    

    
      Only then did he realize—what the burly men meant by “Chang’an County” must refer to that outer ring. Chang’an County is Chang’an County, Chang’an City is Chang’an City. Naturally the game didn’t list Chang’an County, but living around the safe zone was the perfectly normal choice.
    

    

    
      There were guards at the city gate, but they merely looked back and forth across the faces of “An Wu” and the others, didn’t ask for documents or a toll, and simply let them in.
    

    

    
      「You have entered the main city, Chang’an.」
    

    

    
      「Based on your level, you may now access the following milestone information」
    

    

    
      「Gold-Tier Guide: You have mapped the full regions of Jiangnan, Chang’an, and Buye Tian.」
    

    

    
      「Local: You have discovered 19 hidden Haha Grasses within Chang’an City (0/19).」
    

    

    
      「Marathon Enthusiast: Run a full circle around Chang’an within half a shichen.」
    

    

    
      「Leap Across Vermillion Bird Avenue: Cross from one side of Vermillion Bird Avenue to the other without touching the ground.」
    

    

    
      「Suspect: You have successfully harmed others within Chang’an City without being caught (0/10).」
    

    

    
      「Demolition Team: You have successfully destroyed a medium or larger building in Chang’an City (0/1).」
    

    

    
      「Increase your level or unlock more milestones to access additional milestone information.」
    

    

    
      So this game also had a milestone system… Was it only available after entering a main city?
    

    

    
      Still, it made sense—normally, players reached level ten in the starter village and did their first class advancement before entering the main city. At that point, giving them a milestone system to encourage exploration was quite reasonable.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing skimmed through and immediately recognized that “Gold-Tier Guide,” “Local,” and “Marathon Enthusiast” were all similar milestones. While completing “Local” and “Marathon Enthusiast,” players would basically map most of Chang’an, and likely complete “Gold-Tier Guide” along the way.
    

    

    
      If Yan Qing guessed right, the final objective of the Gold-Tier Guide milestone series was likely mapping the entire game world—perfect for casual and achievement hunters.
    

    

    
      But “Suspect” and “Demolition Team” were odd. 
    

    

    
      Rather than milestones, they seemed like a sneaky way for the devs to get players to help find bugs. 
    

    

    
      After all, Chang’an was a safe zone—how could players possibly harm others or destroy buildings at will? Compared to asking players to report bugs, dangling a milestone would definitely motivate them more.
    

    

    
      Milestones surely had rewards, but Yan Qing only glanced over them and moved on. 
    

    

    
      Not to mention “Suspect” and “Demolition Team,” which were tricky, even just “Local” was impossible for him—normal players relied on forum guides to hunt for the Haha Grass, and without a forum, how could he possibly find all the carefully hidden ones?
    

    

    
      Upon entering Chang’an, the surprising thing was that the inner city was far less bustling than the outside. If the outer area was the commercial district, then the inside felt more like a residential zone. 
    

    

    
      There were other differences too—for example, the inner city was much cleaner. So clean, in fact, it looked like a period drama set. Yan Qing suspected the main city might have a self-cleaning function.
    

    

    
      After all, he had never seen a main city in an online game with trash cans or bathrooms…
    

    

    
      Even though it was late, many neatly dressed pedestrians strolled the well-lit streets, some even with children. Seeing “An Wu” and the others dressed like country bumpkins, some people showed clear disdain, but almost no one actively avoided them. It was clear they had immense confidence in Chang’an’s safety.
    

    

    
      Slipping into a random alley, Yan Qing tried attacking “An Liu” from behind.
    

    

    
      “An Wu” punched forward, “An Liu” flinched, and a big fat damage number “0” appeared on screen.
    

    

    
      So the safe zone in the main city didn’t block attacks—it just nullified all damage.
    

    

    
      Whether the token could be used still had to wait until his alt reached level ten and changed class.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing placed “An Liu” through “An Jiu” in an alley to act as mushrooms—since the main city offered protection, there was no need to worry about their safety while AFK. Then he asked around for directions to Anguo Temple and had “An Wu” head there solo.
    

    

    
      That was, of course, to avoid a group wipe. If anything happened to “An Wu,” he could just send out “An Liu” next. With five alts, they should at least uncover some intel.
    

    

    
      A fine MMORPG, being played by Yan Qing like a strategy game.
    

    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing raised his view and caught a glimpse of someone flitting across rooftops.
    

    

    
      Running across rooftops at night—could it be a fellow thief?
    

    

    
      He spent nearly half a shichen reaching Anguo Temple and even took a walk down Vermillion Bird Avenue. 
    

    

    
      There, Yan Qing saw many eateries and shops—for instance, a wonton noodle place that made his mouth water. He had grown up eating wonton noodles.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, all the food shops were closed, and he would have to come back in the daytime.
    

    

    
      Anguo Temple was, unsurprisingly, closed too. 
    

    

    
      Compared to the sandbox version, the real Anguo Temple was far more grand and imposing. 
    

    

    
      Even the staircase had dozens of steps, and it was surrounded by a wall several zhang high, like a city within a city. 
    

    

    
      Yan Qing circled the area twice and couldn’t even find a doghole to crawl through.
    

    

    
      He’d have to come back during the day.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had “An Wu” crouch in a corner and planned to let him idle until daylight. Just then, a figure stepped in front of him.
    

    

    
      “Kind benefactor, if you have no place to spend the night, you may find temporary shelter at the nearby Ciji Courtyard.”
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      The one who appeared before ‘An Wu’ was a monk.
    

    

    
      He didn’t look very old, with delicate features, dressed in a monk’s robe patched with various colors, wearing straw sandals, and when he spoke, he pressed his palms together with proper manners, looking just like a naive little monk who had grown up in a temple.
    

    

    
      "Ciji Courtyard?"
    

    

    
      "It’s right over there." The young monk pointed behind Anguo Temple. "I’m heading back now, do you want to come with me? But only the shared sleeping area has space left. You’ll have to stay with others."
    

    

    
      "Are there single rooms available?"
    

    

    
      "Yes, there are. After all, it’s inconvenient for women or some patients to share rooms with others... Are you hungry? If you haven’t eaten, there might still be some leftovers if we go now."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing followed the monk without much suspicion—first, because this was a low-level account, and second, because he didn’t think anyone in Chang’an could harm him.
    

    

    
      The monk was very talkative and introduced himself, "My Dharma name is Benzhi. I practice at the Miscellaneous Services Courtyard of Anguo Temple, which means I do odd jobs... But doing odd jobs at Anguo Temple is actually a good thing. It’s not like the Martial Monk Courtyard where they have to train from morning till night. It’s not that tiring..."
    

    

    
      "Plus, the Miscellaneous Services Courtyard gets to take shifts at the Ciji Courtyard. Every ten days, we get to come out for three days... By the way, what’s your name, benefactor?"
    

    

    
      "An Wu."
    

    

    
      "An Wu, this is the Ciji Courtyard. See? It’s close by."
    

    

    
      Benzhi led ‘An Wu’ to a large residence. The plaque above the door read ‘Ciji Courtyard’.
    

    

    
      Upon opening the door, a strong medicinal scent wafted out. 
    

    

    
      Dozens of medicine pots were brewing herbs, and in the large adjacent room, there were dozens of patients lying down.
    

    

    
      "This is the patient area. If you’re unwell, you can come here during the day. The senior and junior brothers from the Hanging Pot Courtyard will come from the county to offer free consultations."
    

    

    
      "From the county?"
    

    

    
      "Anguo Temple has a larger monastery out in the county. After all, land in the city is scarce. Besides the main hall, there’s not much space to house monks in the city temple. Do you want to eat?"
    

    

    
      "No need." Yan Qing thought to himself, I still have dozens of Roasted Lamb Legs in my storage.
    

    

    
      "This Ciji Courtyard was built with funds from many benevolent patrons of Chang’an. Anguo Temple only manages it. Although we don’t charge money, unless the patient is seriously ill or it’s a special case, we usually advise them to leave after seven days. If someone has nowhere to go, during the day, there will be people coming to Ciji Courtyard to recruit tenant farmers or laborers. We don’t keep idle people here..."
    

    

    
      "Though they say the city is blessed by Buddha, so ordinary people are unharmed by blades or fire, touching and bumping is still allowed. When you sleep, it’s best to face your butt against the wall... Ai, even we monks sometimes run into scoundrels like that."
    

    

    
      Blessed by Buddha, huh. But that actually made sense. Even the dungeon monsters were called demons, so it was only natural that a safe zone where mutual harm was forbidden would be considered a miracle of the gods and Buddhas.
    

    

    
      As they walked, Benzhi opened a side door. Inside were many cleaning tools, clearly a utility room. At the far end was a large water bucket. Benzhi walked over and called out, "Benefactor, give me a hand. Let’s carry this bucket to the well. Uncle Chengyin told me to do this, and I almost forgot."
    

    

    
      There was no reason to refuse such a small favor. ‘An Wu’ walked to the other side of the bucket, ready to lift together.
    

    

    
      "Stand firm, okay?"
    

    

    
      As Benzhi said this, he didn’t lift the bucket. Instead, he reached out and grabbed a hemp rope hanging beside him.
    

    

    
      Snap.
    

    

    
      The wooden board beneath ‘An Wu’ suddenly gave way, revealing a hole. Yan Qing had no time and no way to stop ‘An Wu’ from falling through. He watched as ‘An Wu’ slid down like on a slide, falling for nearly twenty seconds before landing with a thud onto a pile of straw.
    

    

    
      Though the sloped descent had cushioning, ‘An Wu’ still lost about one-tenth of his health. Yan Qing had a sudden realization—Chang’an City prevented mutual harm, but it didn’t forbid fall damage. 
    

    

    
      By that logic, jumping off buildings in Chang’an would definitely be fatal too.
    

    

    
      "Heh, a newcomer this late at night?"
    

    

    
      ‘An Wu’ had landed in an underground cell. 
    

    

    
      The only light source was a candle, and the place was dim, with pitch-black iron bars standing on solid bluestone. Outside the cell sat two tall, burly, bald monks. 
    

    

    
      Their appearances were fairly decent, but their eyes showed no compassion. 
    

    

    
      When they looked at ‘An Wu’, it was like farmers eyeing their poultry.
    

    

    
      "Amitabha. Red lips and white teeth, fair skin, nimble hands and feet—an excellent specimen."
    

    

    
      "Looks like he’s from a poor background, though. We’ll have to train him a bit first. Mud legs don’t sell for much."
    

    

    
      "That’s easy. In the end, it all comes down to looks. Even if she’s the daughter of a prime minister, if she’s ugly, who cares? But if he’s handsome, say he’s a noble heir and people will believe it."
    

    

    
      Besides the newly arrived ‘An Wu’, there were a dozen others in the cell—men, women, and even children. But without exception, all were good-looking. 
    

    

    
      Many wore luxurious clothes, clearly from wealthy families. Yet none of them could escape their sickly states, all lying weakly on the ground. In the corners of the cell were a few chamber pots, and the floor was littered with filth. 
    

    

    
      Thankfully, the game console couldn’t transmit smells, or else Yan Qing definitely wouldn’t be able to eat his midnight snack tonight.
    

    

    
      Yet even with so many people in the cell, the two martial monks outside had no scruples discussing how to sell them for high prices. 
    

    

    
      It showed how confident they were in this cell and the entire trafficking operation. 
    

    

    
      They clearly believed that even if these people got out one day, they wouldn’t be able to retaliate in the slightest.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing still had many details he didn’t understand.
    

    

    
      "The Ciji Courtyard is your place for abducting people? Are the elderly, weak, sick, and disabled inside the Ciji Courtyard also fake?"
    

    

    
      The martial monk pressed his palms together, showing a solemn and compassionate smile.
    

    

    
      "My Buddha is merciful. It is only right for monks to offer relief to the world. Naturally, the Ciji Courtyard is real. If elderly, weak women and children come to Ciji Courtyard, Anguo Temple will naturally do its best to take care of them. As for porridge distribution, charcoal deliveries, bridge repairs, and road maintenance, Anguo Temple does not miss a year, and its good name spreads far and wide."
    

    

    
      "Precisely because of this, if anyone slanders us saying their family went missing after offering incense at Anguo Temple, no one—whether common folk or officials—would tolerate such a traitor defaming the century-old reputation of Anguo Temple."
    

    

    
      The martial monk wasn’t just speaking to ‘An Wu’, but also for the others to hear.
    

    

    
      If what he said was true, then the victims in this cell had no hope of outside help.
    

    

    
      Sensing ‘An Wu’s unexpected calmness, the martial monk glanced at him a few times and warned, "Behave yourself. No matter what you say, you’ll have to go hungry here for a few days. But if you cause trouble, don’t blame us for giving you a taste of pain."
    

    

    
      Hunger was indeed real.
    

    

    
      Seeing how the people in the cell were too weak to even sit up, their cheeks sunken from starvation, Yan Qing guessed how they harmed others within the safe zone's restrictions—lure them into a cell from which escape was impossible, then starve them until they had no strength to resist.
    

    

    
      At that point, the victims became meat on the chopping board.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing had thought this was only the place where they starved people; the real “training” must be outside Chang’an City in the monastery, where without the safe zone, they could use any method.
    

    

    
      But from the martial monk’s words, could it be they had ways to harm people even within the safe zone?
    

    

    
      So Yan Qing put on a wildly arrogant act: "Come on then, I want to see how you grandsons will give Grandpa a hard time. Chang’an City is protected by heavenly deities—what can you do to Grandpa, huh?"
    

    

    
      The two martial monks exchanged a glance. 
    

    

    
      One of them sneered, walked over, opened a black jar on the ground, scooped out a spoonful of oil, poured it into a bowl, then moved close to the candle.
    

    

    
      The black oil in the bowl instantly ignited into fierce flames.
    

    

    
      Fire attack?
    

    

    
      "Come on, you think playing with fire will scare your Grandpa?" Yan Qing wasn’t afraid at all. He even controlled ‘An Wu’ to walk up to the bars and stretch his hand out. "If you’ve got the guts, burn Grandpa right now."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t believe the safe zone had such a huge loophole.
    

    

    
      If it did, what kind of safe zone would that be?
    

    

    
      If playing with fire could harm others, wouldn’t a Fire Messenger be able to massacre the entire main city?
    

    

    
      And even if he guessed wrong, it was only ‘An Wu’ in there—so be it.
    

    

    
      But the martial monk calmly explained, "Normally, flames can’t burn others. In fact, once you pour them out, they extinguish immediately."
    

    

    
      He poured the burning black oil into the cell.
    

    

    
      It hit the floor and instantly went out, leaving only dark oily stains.
    

    

    
      "Under Buddha’s protection, flames in Chang’an cannot burn objects, cannot burn others. Only those with great enlightenment, great wisdom, and great perfection can comprehend Buddha’s true intent, and understand the meaning of fire for the world—"
    

    

    
      Then the martial monk casually picked up a piece of clothing from nearby junk, apparently someone’s discarded garment.
    

    

    
      He wrapped the cloth strip around his hand, then poured the entire bowl of burning black oil onto it!
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      "Holy fire ablaze, consume my decaying body!"
    

    

    
      The martial monk raised his burning right hand and lunged forward, grabbing ‘An Wu’s hand that was reaching through the bars.
    

    

    
      Even though ‘An Wu’ quickly pulled back, he still lost several drops of health and even got some black oil on his hand, which kept burning until he rolled on the ground to extinguish it!
    

    

    
      "You little brat, still acting tough?"
    

    

    
      The martial monk sneered and threw the burning cloth strip on the ground.
    

    

    
      It continued to burn, unlike the previous black oil that extinguished instantly.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing immediately understood the principle:
    

    

    
      Burning others or structures triggered the safe zone rules—it either did nothing or extinguished the flame.
    

    

    
      Only one exception remained—burning oneself.
    

    

    
      The safe zone only forbade harming others.
    

    

    
      It did not forbid harming oneself.
    

    

    
      Once one set themselves on fire, the safe zone’s flame rules were bypassed, and the fire could harm both others and the environment.
    

    

    
      They had actually found such a loophole.
    

    

    
      But that alone wasn’t enough to scare Yan Qing into submission.
    

    

    
      He backed up onto the straw pile and waved, "Come, let’s see if you dare burn this whole place down."
    

    

    
      "You think that’ll threaten us? We’ve got plenty of ways to deal with your filthy bones."
    

    

    
      The martial monk took a large candle from the wall.
    

    

    
      He patiently waited until the wax tears were about to drop, then flicked it hard.
    

    

    
      A drop of molten wax flew toward ‘An Wu’.
    

    

    
      Of course, Yan Qing wasn’t foolish enough to stand still.
    

    

    
      He dodged several times, but suddenly heard a scream from behind.
    

    

    
      Turning around, he saw that a drop of wax had landed on a little girl nearby.
    

    

    
      She curled up in pain, trying to make herself as small as possible.
    

    

    
      Because of that turn, ‘An Wu’ got hit by several drops of wax.
    

    

    
      Yet he took no damage.
    

    

    
      Not even a single drop of health was lost.
    

    

    
      "Oh? You can endure that too?"
    

    

    
      The martial monk seemed a bit surprised and put down the candle. "Then I’ll let you act tough for a few days. Once you’re too weak from hunger to move, I’ll pour candle wax all over your body and see if you can really endure it."
    

    

    
      Candle wax might not deal damage, but could it still cause pain?
    

    

    
      It was probably because the candle wax was falling as a projectile, not a direct attack from another person. So in the game system, it was likely identified as an “environmental interactive object”—in simple terms, it was on the safe zone’s “whitelist.” That’s why people felt pain from candle wax. A small loophole.
    

    

    

    
      There probably weren’t many similar loopholes. Conditions like “no damage but slight pain” plus “projectile” were extremely strict—only candle wax seemed to fit.
    

    

    
      But even with just these two techniques—self-immolation to cause damage and splashed candle wax to inflict pain—it was clear that Anguo Temple, or rather the people here, had thoroughly studied every loophole in the safe zone.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced at the only exit in the outer hall. "You’ll have to open the cell door eventually. I will escape, and by then, you won’t be able to stop me."
    

    

    
      "Escape? Outside is Anguo Temple. How would you escape?" The martial monk sat down again, munching peanuts and drinking wine. "Even if you could get out of this cell, I just have to press a bell and the temple will seal and block the doors. How will you run? We don’t even need to lay a finger on you—just block the path and you won’t get through!"
    

    

    
      "I advise you all to behave. If you push us too far..." The monk’s expression turned cold. "There are over a dozen jars of fire oil here—enough to burn you all to ash."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing kept playing the role of a troublemaker, probing a few more times to get a general sense of the layout.
    

    

    
      This underground cell was connected to both Anguo Temple and Ciji Courtyard. 
    

    

    
      The Ciji Courtyard had only a downward slide channel—climbing up was virtually impossible. 
    

    

    
      The passage to Anguo Temple was narrow; just two martial monks could block the stairway. 
    

    

    
      And right above was the temple’s main hall—these bald monks certainly wouldn’t let the victims escape easily.
    

    

    
      To be honest, this whole mess was partly due to Yan Qing’s character design. If he had made a 13 Vital Energy and Blood buff guy, he wouldn’t have fallen for the trap. But this 13 Dexterity short young man just happened to be the kind of pretty boy that appealed to the monks’ predatory standards.
    

    

    
      But the question remained—why would the people of Anguo Temple go to such lengths to set traps inside Chang’an City, when they could just use force outside the city?
    

    

    
      The risks and time costs were far higher within Chang’an.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing asked the martial monk several times, but the monk ignored him.
    

    

    
      Finally, when the monk got impatient, he revealed a bit. "You’ll find out soon enough—don’t think gods or Buddhas will protect you. Even in Chang’an, people like you can only be obedient dogs!"
    

    

    
      Chang’an City!
    

    

    
      Looking at the noble ladies and gentlemen trapped in the cell, Yan Qing caught a glimpse of the truth.
    

    

    
      If this weren’t Chang’an, would these delicate, helpless people dare venture out alone?
    

    

    
      Would they fall into such a simple trap with no one to call for help?
    

    

    
      Absolutely not!
    

    

    
      It was precisely because they trusted in Chang’an’s protection that they, unable to protect themselves, ended up here.
    

    

    
      On the flip side, for those who could protect themselves—wasn’t Chang’an City effectively a prison?
    

    

    
      They could’ve acted freely, but were instead bound by the safe zone rules, unable even to punish others.
    

    

    
      No wonder Chang’an County was far more prosperous than the main city.
    

    

    
      It was probably because many powerful and influential people would rather live outside than be restricted everywhere in the main city.
    

    

    
      And once rules exist, breaking them naturally becomes a source of pleasure.
    

    

    
      Like bathing on the ground versus bathing on an airplane—both are just baths, but the latter is obviously more luxurious and enviable.
    

    

    
      Human trafficking was just a surface layer.
    

    

    
      What Anguo Temple truly trafficked was the thrill of “trampling rules.”
    

    

    
      In gaming terms—it was like hacking.
    

    

    
      You can’t break the rules to hurt me, but I can exploit loopholes to hurt you.
    

    

    
      As long as there’s PvP in a game, there will always be players chasing that one-sided domination.
    

    

    
      And the higher the prey’s status, the better.
    

    

    
      After all, their clients outside had long grown tired of bullying peasants.
    

    

    
      Only noble prey could spark their excitement.
    

    

    
      Now that Yan Qing had grasped the truth, what could he do?
    

    

    
      After some quick thought, he set up a few behavioral commands for ‘An Wu’, then logged out of the account and logged into ‘An Liu’.
    

    

    
      In a small alley, among four boys sitting on the ground resting, one of them slowly stood up.
    

    

    
      He twisted his neck and turned his head toward the direction of Ciji Courtyard.
    

    

    
      Game revenge—day and night.
    

    

    
      Step one: go deal with that Benzhi who dared to trick me.
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      “Namo Amitabha, Tathagata, Gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha…”
    

    

    
      In a room at the Ciji Courtyard, Benzhi was holding the hand of an elderly man, chanting the Rebirth Mantra in a low voice.
    

    

    
      Even though the window had been opened for ventilation, the room was still thick with the smells of medicine, cheap white wax smoke, damp bedding, and the decay from the old man's internal organs.
    

    

    
      If death had a scent, it would surely be the smell of this room.
    

    

    
      However, Benzhi showed no sign of disgust.
    

    

    
      He slowly and compassionately finished reciting the mantra, closed the elder’s eyes, and then two volunteers from the Ciji Courtyard came in and wrapped the old man in a mat.
    

    

    
      “Carry him to the ox cart in the back. He'll be sent to the County’s Leze Garden tomorrow morning.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, little master.”
    

    

    
      During his shift at the Ciji Courtyard, the monk from the Miscellaneous Services Hall had to patrol the ward three times each night.
    

    

    
      This was the first round, after which he could sleep for an hour.
    

    

    
      Benzhi opened the ward door—like opening a prison of endless suffering.
    

    

    
      Subtle yet clear moans, sighs, and breathing sounds filled the air.
    

    

    
      Several candles were far from enough to illuminate the large ward; they could only shed light on faces twisted in despair from illness.
    

    

    
      Benzhi was not a monk from the Hanging Pot Courtyard and naturally didn’t treat illnesses.
    

    

    
      He only came to see if the patients needed help, such as feeding water, turning over to wipe sweat, or cleaning filth.
    

    

    
      These were undoubtedly tedious and thankless tasks.
    

    

    
      When encountering incontinent patients, Benzhi would show a hint of reluctance, but still diligently carried out his nightly duties.
    

    

    
      “Amitabha.”
    

    

    
      After reciting the Buddha’s name, Benzhi closed the ward door.
    

    

    
      As he passed by the vestibule and saw the person standing at the entrance, his face instantly turned pale, and he instinctively stepped back two paces, bumping into the beam.
    

    

    
      “You, you, you…”
    

    

    
      Standing at the door was a slender, delicate youth.
    

    

    
      His hair was soft, his skin fair.
    

    

    
      Even though he wore only plain clothes and was barefoot, his natural beauty was undeniable—anyone who saw him would inwardly praise his good looks.
    

    

    
      Yet Benzhi was filled with unspeakable terror—just half an hour ago, he had tricked this person into a trap!
    

    

    
      Every young man and woman who had fallen into that trap had never reappeared before Benzhi.
    

    

    
      Not one.
    

    

    
      “Hello, little master. Is this place free to stay for the night? I heard from others that there’s no charge here. If it’s really free, I’ll go tell my brother to come too.”
    

    

    
      Benzhi's mind stirred and he asked, “What… what’s your name?”
    

    

    
      “My name is An Liu.”
    

    

    
      An Wu, An Liu—so they were brothers?
    

    

    
      But they looked way too alike…
    

    

    
      Were they twins?
    

    

    
      Benzhi let out a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      Seeing An Liu still waiting for a response, he nodded. “It’s free.”
    

    

    
      “Great, then take me inside.”
    

    

    
      “Aren’t you going to find your brother?”
    

    

    
      “I left a mark. He’ll come when he sees it.”
    

    

    
      Benzhi didn’t say much more and led An Liu deeper into the Ciji Courtyard.
    

    

    
      He had walked this path countless times and was extremely familiar with the place, yet this time, an inexplicable sense of unease grew within him with every step—like he was walking straight into the maw of a great beast.
    

    

    
      When they reached the door of the utility room, Benzhi paused briefly, but quickly lifted his foot again and led An Liu to a small single room inside.
    

    

    
      “I thought it’d be a large shared room?”
    

    

    
      “The Ciji Courtyard reserves a cleaner single room at night, in case any benefactors come to inspect our operations. We invite them to stay here,” Benzhi explained. “It’s so late, no benefactors will visit. You can stay here tonight. The bedding is old, but clean.”
    

    

    
      “If you want to wash up, there’s a well in the courtyard.”
    

    

    
      “The latrine is in the corner of the yard.”
    

    

    
      After stating the essentials, Benzhi intended to leave.
    

    

    
      Right now, he just wanted to go back to his room, recite the Diamond Sutra once, then sleep—think of nothing, do nothing.
    

    

    
      But just as he turned around, he heard An Liu stand up and say, “My brother should be here soon. I’ll go outside and look for him.”
    

    

    
      After a brief hesitation, Benzhi turned and looked at An Liu. “I need to move a bucket to the courtyard. Would you mind helping me?”
    

    

    
      Soon, same utility room, same location.
    

    

    
      An Liu didn’t notice anything unusual and obediently stood on the other side of the water bucket.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Benzhi was relieved.
    

    

    
      He had almost thought that An Wu had come back to claim his life—ptooey, nonsense!
    

    

    
      What claim of life?
    

    

    
      They were merely sent to be offerings to the Buddha.
    

    

    
      It was entry to Great Bliss, boundless compassion.
    

    

    
      He was not committing evil; he was delivering salvation.
    

    

    
      As Benzhi reached out to pull the hemp rope, An Liu suddenly produced a rope from somewhere and looped it around Benzhi like a lasso.
    

    

    
      This kind of restraint would normally trigger the Buddha’s protection, allowing Benzhi to break free with effort.
    

    

    
      But the problem was—the mechanism had already been triggered!
    

    

    
      An Liu, holding the rope, had already fallen down!
    

    

    
      Everything happened so fast.
    

    

    
      Benzhi, caught by the rope, was dragged into the pit.
    

    

    
      Even though he broke free of the rope in the chute, he still had no choice but to slide with An Liu into the hidden depths of Chang’an City, toward the only forbidden place in Anguo Temple he had never entered!
    

    

    
      “Aaaah!”
    

    

    
      Even though he landed in straw, the bruises along the chute still hurt Benzhi enough to make him scream in pain.
    

    

    
      He opened his eyes and the first thing he saw was a warrior monk outside the iron bars.
    

    

    
      He immediately shouted, “Senior brother, save me!”
    

    

    
      “You’re… Benzhi from the Miscellaneous Services Hall? How could you have fallen down here?”
    

    

    
      “He looped me with a rope, and I slid down with him!”
    

    

    
      In panic and fear, Benzhi looked toward An Liu—only to realize he couldn’t tell who was who.
    

    

    
      An Wu and An Liu stood together and looked exactly the same.
    

    

    
      Even their eyebrows were identical.
    

    

    
      Other than the folds in their clothes, there was no difference at all.
    

    

    
      The warrior monk frowned. “Who are you? That kid knew about the mechanism at Ciji Courtyard right from the start? Impossible… Did that brat who entered first leak the information? Whatever, they’re locked up anyway. Doesn’t matter.”
    

    

    
      “Should we open the door?” another monk asked.
    

    

    
      “Open my ass. Those two kids are squatting right by the door—open it, and they’ll run!”
    

    

    
      “Use fire oil, then.”
    

    

    
      “Good idea.”
    

    

    
      An Liu smiled. “Come on, burn me. I promise I won’t dodge. Then I’ll go hug this evil little monk and see whether he hides a relic or a heart of snakes and scorpions.”
    

    

    
      “No, please, no!” Benzhi knelt on the ground, trembling, and pleaded, “Sir, I really didn’t mean to hurt anyone. Please spare me. Senior brothers, please don’t burn me!”
    

    

    
      “You didn’t mean to hurt anyone?”
    

    

    
      The speaker wasn’t An Liu, but a pale-faced girl lying not far away on the ground.
    

    

    
      Her voice was weak, yet one could still hear the gritted teeth of hatred: “You little monk, I… I trusted you so much. I even brought vegetarian meals for you. Whatever you said the Ciji Courtyard lacked, I went out and bought… yet you, you lied to me like this… lied to me…”
    

    

    
      As she cursed, she began to sob softly, but soon, there was no sound at all—she was too hungry to even cry anymore.
    

    

    
      Benzhi trembled all over, his forehead pressed to the ground.
    

    

    
      He didn’t dare look anyone in the eye, mumbling, “I… I didn’t know. It was all by the master’s orders. All the senior and junior brothers did it this way. I didn’t know, I really didn’t know… I never wanted to hurt anyone…”
    

    

    
      An Liu suddenly said, “I gave you a chance.”
    

    

    
      Benzhi shuddered and fell silent.
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      The two martial monks outside the cell looked at each other in confusion.
    

    

    
      It was the first time they had encountered such a situation and didn’t know what to do, so one of them went to get someone.
    

    

    
      Soon, a middle-aged monk with kind eyes and benevolent brows came down, holding a candle.
    

    

    
      Seeing Benzhi inside the cell, he sighed repeatedly, “Alas, alas, is this the retribution of karma?”
    

    

    
      “You two benefactors are young yet brave and resourceful. It was our failure to recognize the hidden dragon. Chengxin, Chenghui, open the door.”
    

    

    
      The martial monks were alarmed.
    

    

    
      “Shishu, if we open the door, those two brats will definitely escape!”
    

    

    
      “These two benefactors share a natural bond, able to communicate with each other, which is how they saw through Ciji Courtyard’s trap. This proves they are not ordinary people. It’s better to resolve enmity than to deepen it.”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged monk continued, “This time, since they hold a hostage, we’ll admit defeat and let them go.”
    

    

    
      “Benefactors, I hope that after regaining your freedom, you will not speak of this matter. Let us part peacefully. If you insist on causing trouble for Anguo Temple, first, no one will believe you; second, you can’t possibly stay in Chang’an forever. Open the door, open the door, let our honored guests leave!”
    

    

    
      An Liu watched the middle-aged monk speak and only replied slowly after he finished, “We’re not leaving.”
    

    

    
      “Why don’t you leave, benefactor?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged monk looked confused.
    

    

    
      “Aren’t you here to rescue your twin brother?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t play dumb, baldy. Even if we can get out of this cell, what of it? Anguo Temple itself is a giant cage. That bald guy already told us—once someone tries to escape, you’ll lock down the entire temple. We can’t destroy the buildings, and if we get caught, it’s only a matter of time.”
    

    

    
      The martial monk panicked.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t say that… Shishu, I really didn’t say that!”
    

    

    
      An Liu said, “You never intended to let us go. You just wanted to trick us into stepping aside to release Benzhi.”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged monk’s expression didn’t change.
    

    

    
      “Benefactor, you’re too suspicious. But if you don’t leave, what do you plan to do? Stay here forever?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      An Wu and An Liu blocked the cell door together.
    

    

    
      “We’ll stay right here and block the door. Even if we can’t deal with you baldies, we’ll starve Benzhi, the accomplice, to death!”
    

    

    
      Shock appeared on the middle-aged monk’s face.
    

    

    
      He observed for a moment and, realizing An Liu was serious, couldn’t help but laugh out loud.
    

    

    
      “Starve him? Hahaha! In a few days, when you’re too weak to move, you won’t be blocking any doors— You won’t even be able to stand!”
    

    

    
      “Ah, I thought you were a rare pair of brothers who could read each other’s minds, but you’re just two fools. Fine, fine. If they want to block the door, let them. A few days of hunger won’t kill them. Besides, they’ll have to sleep eventually. When they do, find a chance to let Benzhi escape.”
    

    

    
      The martial monk showed a vicious look.
    

    

    
      “Why not just…”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged monk snorted coldly, flinging his candle.
    

    

    
      Drops of melted wax landed on the martial monk, making the corners of his mouth twitch, but he dared not dodge.
    

    

    
      “Kill, kill, kill— We are monks, not murderers! There are so many goods inside— What if they decide to die together with the others? What if the nobles want the goods and we have none— Will you be the ones to take responsibility? Besides, Benzhi is the best liar— Even the two of you together aren’t as useful as he is!”
    

    

    
      “And you— I told you to guard the cell, and yet you’re gossiping. Don’t you want your tongues anymore?”
    

    

    
      The two martial monks immediately knelt down.
    

    

    
      “Shishu, please calm your anger. We won’t dare do it again!”
    

    

    
      “Keep an eye on them. Wait for a chance to get Benzhi out!”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged monk glanced at An Wu and An Liu.
    

    

    
      “Two hard-headed ones… but that’s good. The harder they are, the more the nobles will like them…”
    

    

    
      After the middle-aged monk left, the two scolded martial monks turned to glare at An Wu and An Liu with hatred on their faces.
    

    

    
      “You love causing trouble, huh?”
    

    

    
      They each lifted their candles and flung hot wax at An Wu and An Liu.
    

    

    
      “Take that for causing trouble!”
    

    

    
      An Wu and An Liu weren’t foolish enough to just stand there and take it.
    

    

    
      They dodged, but that only made the martial monks more aggressive.
    

    

    
      “Dodging? Let’s see how much strength you have left to dodge!”
    

    

    
      “Drain all your stamina— Let’s see how you block the door then!”
    

    

    
      “Two prisoners trying to block the cell— Never seen such foolish idiots!”
    

    

    
      An Wu and An Liu didn’t respond.
    

    

    
      They just kept dodging and blocking the door as before.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a weak voice came from behind them.
    

    

    
      “Stop it.”
    

    

    
      “At this rate, you’ll run out of strength soon. If you want to escape, save your energy and find another chance once you're outside…”
    

    

    
      An Liu turned around and saw a young man with sharp brows and bright eyes speaking.
    

    

    
      His voice was soft, as if he didn’t want the monks to hear.
    

    

    
      An Liu smiled at him and said, “Don’t worry. We’re fine.”
    

    

    
      “And we will definitely escape.”
    

    

    
      The young man didn’t understand why An Liu was so determined, nor did he know who exactly An Liu meant by ‘we’...
    

    

    
      But soon, they would all realize—
    

    

    
      An Wu and An Liu could indeed hold out.
    

    

    
      When the monks changed shifts, An Wu and An Liu had gone the whole night without a drop of water or a single grain of rice.
    

    

    
      Yet they still stood energetically at the door.
    

    

    
      Even their movements to dodge the wax became more agile and precise!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      「You have comprehended 《Basic Footwork》, current level: 7！」
    

    

    
      After waking up, Yan Qing glanced at the game console and found that An Wu and An Liu's Basic Footwork had both reached level 7.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that having the martial monks as sparring partners would yield this effect.
    

    

    
      He checked the underground prison's environment again—candles, fire oil, martial monks, hostages, Anguo Temple...
    

    

    
      Dragging Benzhi into the cell wasn’t merely to take revenge on him.
    

    

    
      It was also to prevent the monks from daring to set a fire.
    

    

    
      If there were only deceived victims locked up, the monks might steel their hearts and make a move.
    

    

    
      But Benzhi was one of their own, after all, so they would hesitate.
    

    

    
      The reason for preventing a fire was because Yan Qing needed An Wu and An Liu to hold the monks’ attention—
    

    

    
      And keep it for three full days.
    

    

    
      He had a plan—
    

    

    
      A plan that would make their theft flawless.
    

    

    
      And in this plan, An Wu and An Liu were critical pieces.
    

    

    
      Besides that, there was another reason.
    

    

    
      Before, Yan Qing hadn’t seen it, but now that he had seen those victims deceived into the cell,
    

    

    
      He wouldn’t allow them to be taken away by the martial monks.
    

    

    
      So the door had to remain blocked.
    

    

    
      These people might be saved because of Yan Qing’s plan, or they might die even faster.
    

    

    
      But in any case, Yan Qing would never again feel uneasy from standing idly by.
    

    

    
      He switched to the “Ye Si” account, just in time to enter the secret realm of “Zheng Sanshan Zheng Shan.”
    

    

    
      This time the trip went smoothly—
    

    

    
      Gai Louxian led the team himself and explained the precautions inside the secret realm.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing picked up 1800 Spirit Jades, a Basic Blade Technique Mastery manual, a Token: White Iron Straight Blade, and several Healing Pills—
    

    

    
      It seemed the White Iron Straight Blade was a guaranteed drop from the boss,
    

    

    
      And the mastery manual could be one of several types.
    

    

    
      In Yan Qing’s plan, the rewards from the Pingcheng secret realm were also an indispensable puzzle piece.
    

    

    
      Seeing that the rewards were even better than he expected, he finally relaxed a bit.
    

    

    
      By noon, Black Wolf, White Fox, and Red Snake arrived again.
    

    

    
      As soon as they sat down, Yan Qing took the initiative.
    

    

    
      “I’ve already placed people inside Anguo Temple. When the time comes, someone will help us close the temple doors.”
    

    

    
      “The three steps of shutting the door, opening the golden vault, and escaping the pursuit— I have a complete plan for all of them.”
    

    

    
      “If you have a better plan, feel free to propose it.”
    

    

    
      “If not, then follow my lead.”
    

    

    
      This still-unclassed mortal spoke like this to three second-stage messengers.
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      Three days later, in Chang’an, at the residence of the Duke of Jin, within the Broken Blade Hall.
    

    

    
      The Broken Blade Hall was where Medicine Master Mo Ke of the Jin Duke House practiced swordsmanship. Its name means “when the blade breaks, rest,” with dozens or hundreds of broken blades displayed inside, a testament to Mo Ke’s rigorous training in the past.
    

    

    
      However, since he became regent and was busy with state affairs, he had not set foot in the hall for years—until three years ago, when Medicine Master Wen requisitioned it to establish the Embroidered Guard; the hall once again echoed with the clang of steel.
    

    

    
      The Embroidered Guard was not an official institution of the Great Zhou, and few in Chang’an even knew of its existence; Mo Ke himself didn’t take it seriously. It was solely Medicine Master Wen’s ambition to cultivate hidden loyalists that drove the effort.
    

    

    
      Using her father’s wealth and resources, Medicine Master Wen quickly built the Embroidered Guard into a formidable force. Great Zhou lacked hidden talents, not outstanding horses—but lacked someone like Bo Le to recognize them. 
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen simply provided a ladder for social ascent, and countless people scrambled to climb it. 
    

    

    
      As of today, the lowest rank, the “Iron Embroidery,” numbered 220; the first rank, “Copper Embroidery,” had 16; and the second rank, “Silver Embroidery,” comprised three members—already a considerable force around Chang’an.
    

    

    
      Now, the three Silver Embroideries knelt in the Broken Blade Hall, faces flushed with shame, unable to look at the leader who had elevated them.
    

    

    
      “Three days ago, you said that within three days you'd find the spy in Anguo Temple,” Medicine Master Wen said calmly. “Now that three days have passed, and you still have no lead?”
    

    

    
      “Commander,” the Silver Embroidery said, “we checked the list of monks at Anguo Temple over the past year. Apart from a forty‑year‑old monk transferred from the county three months ago, and three monks who passed away this year, there were no other changes—no suspicious newcomers.”
    

    

    
      “Any suspect activity?”
    

    

    
      The Silver Embroideries exchanged glances and said, “There is something, but I don’t know…”
    

    

    
      “Speak!”
    

    

    
      “We discovered that every so often, several nobles visit the temple at night and stay until the next day. Among them, the Duke of Qin visited most frequently, followed by the Princess‑her‑Highness of Qianjin Commandery, the Earl of Huairen County, and others.”
    

    

    
      “Do you have a record?”
    

    

    
      They hurriedly handed over a list. Medicine Master Wen glanced at it—it listed names and the number of late‑night visits. 
    

    

    
      The most frequent was Medicine Master Zhi, Duke of Qin, who had visited ten times in the past six months.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen knew him well—a greedy, ruthless scoundrel; but fortunately, he was the younger half‑brother of the current emperor. If Medicine Master Zhi’s visits weren’t enough for concern, the list also included heavyweights like Yuwen Xuan, Li Bao, and Helan Ken—each notorious for bravery and cruelty. Such a gathering never boded well.
    

    

    
      Yet at the end of the list was a name she knew all too well—
    

    

    
      “Duke of Jin, once.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Medicine Master Wen suddenly recalled a conversation from a year ago. 
    

    

    
      The Embroidered Guard had received rumors that Anguo Temple was involved in trafficking. 
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen thought it an opportunity to strike against Buddhism, and enthusiastically brought it up with her father. 
    

    

    
      Her father sternly warned her to drop all investigations into the temple—or he would withdraw support for the Embroidered Guard.
    

    

    
      After a brief silence, Medicine Master Wen placed the list on the table by a long‑burning candle. She waited until the paper burned to ashes before she calmly said, “You may leave.”
    

    

    
      The Silver Embroideries, as if granted amnesty, quickly departed.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen turned and looked at the ceremonial blade placed highest in the Broken Blade Hall.
    

    

    
      It was the only unbroken blade in the hall—the weapon he carried in his first battle. 
    

    

    
      The blade was stained with rust and wounds, its edges jagged—a testament to the brutality of Mo Ke’s first fight.
    

    

    
      In the past, seeing that blade filled her with respect, for it symbolized her father’s bravery; but now, all she saw was its wear, decay, and fall from grace.
    

    

    
      “Father, I will not allow the Medicine family to be ashamed.”
    

    

    
      She pronounced each word slowly: “I absolutely will not.”
    

    

    
      Once back in her courtyard, Medicine Master Wen summoned two maidservants to apply makeup and bind her chest. 
    

    

    
      When they finished, she looked nothing like her former self—overlays of inner padding and plated armor concealed her body’s curves, and she now appeared to be a rugged young man, travel‑worn.
    

    

    
      For the theft operation, she had to show her face—so as long as she hid her real identity, it would create the perfect info gap. If she could confirm the identities of the other three, the Thieves’ House would be hers!
    

    

    
      First the Thieves’ House, then Chang’an; then Great Zhou—until the world… was cradled in the palm of her hand!
    

    

    
      And the first step was to inherit the ancestral blade of Zhou’s Founding Emperor: the Bingzi Pepper Forest!
    

    

    
      Silently chanting “Thieves’ House,” Medicine Master Wen disappeared from her room.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Buye Tian City.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi sat in a carriage headed to the imperial palace. But they had not gone far when it stopped. The driver said: “County Lord, there is a carriage blocking the road ahead.”
    

    

    
      "Avoid him."
    

    

    
      "Tried that, but whenever I try to go around, he follows. He’s deliberately blocking our way."
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi lifted the curtain, and at the same moment, the person in the carriage ahead also lifted his curtain and looked back. The two locked eyes from a distance. The man put on a false smile. "County Lord of Lecheng, what a coincidence. You’re heading to see His Majesty too? Shall this commoner make way for you?"
    

    

    
      "Indeed, Master Yu," Ying Ru Shi replied calmly. "If Master Yu has urgent matters, please go ahead."
    

    

    
      The one blocking her—a royal county lord—was a performer named Yu Sun. Yet whether by his carriage or his retinue, Yu Sun appeared far more distinguished than her. He even dared to block her path, and Ying Ru Shi couldn’t say a word about it.
    

    

    
      All this was because Yu Sun was the favored singer the emperor often summoned to accompany his pipa playing. The emperor’s favor was so strong that even the prime minister or a powerful prince would not dare offend him.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Yu Sun’s nephew had run rampant in Pingcheng, forcibly taking a commoner woman. Ying Ru Shi had witnessed it and killed him. Since then, Yu Sun bore a grudge against her and frequently spoke ill of her to the emperor. This had left Ying Ru Shi stuck at the rank of County Lord.
    

    

    
      She could only avoid Yu Sun at every turn. Even now, humiliated by him, she showed no anger and chose to yield.
    

    

    
      But this was the extent of Yu Sun’s petty revenge. He scolded his coachman to drive faster—he was in a hurry to enter the palace and await an audience.
    

    

    
      Just then, the ground of Buye Tian trembled slightly. 
    

    

    
      A thunderous rumble of hooves echoed along the official road, with clouds of dust surging toward Yu Sun and Ying Ru Shi.
    

    

    
      A war chariot barreled forward recklessly down the road, followed by dozens of heavily armored Ghostly Knights. 
    

    

    
      Even their horses wore linked heavy armor. Though only a few dozen in number, their arrival resembled a storm that shook the earth.
    

    

    
      Atop the lead war chariot sat a woman with disheveled hair, her locks streaming in the wind—fiery tips flickering like a swarm of flaming snakes dancing in the air.
    

    

    
      The war chariot didn’t even slow down upon seeing the carriages on the road—it rammed straight through. Ying Ru Shi’s carriage managed to dodge in time, but Yu Sun’s was smashed apart. He and his coachman were thrown into the air, though unharmed—within the capital, physical damage was nearly nullified.
    

    

    
      Yu Sun hadn’t yet risen when a pair of slender hands grasped his head.
    

    

    
      But Yu Sun screamed.
    

    

    
      Because his face was sizzling like raw meat slapped onto a searing iron plate. Yet he didn’t dare struggle, only crying out repeatedly: "Your Majesty! Your Majesty, I am Yu Sun, Your Majesty! Your Majesty!"
    

    

    
      The one recklessly driving the chariot through Buye Tian’s capital—was none other than the ruler of Qi, Ying Le.
    

    

    
      She stared down at Yu Sun and asked, "Do you know what you did wrong?"
    

    

    
      "W-what?"
    

    

    
      "Do you know what you did wrong?"
    

    

    
      "I—I deserve death! I shouldn’t have accepted bribes from Prince Gaoyang to speak on his behalf!"
    

    

    
      "And what else?"
    

    

    
      "I—I shouldn’t have asked Chancellor Yang to promote my son to official rank! Ahh, Your Majesty—"
    

    

    
      Yu Sun’s cheeks were already beginning to char under the heat, yet Ying Le still held his face, expressionless. "What else?"
    

    

    
      "I don’t know! I shouldn’t have murdered! I shouldn’t have slept with my sister-in-law! I shouldn’t have—ahhh!"
    

    

    
      Yu Sun let out one last scream and collapsed, the flesh of his cheeks melting into greasy juices, exposing twisted teeth—he was barely breathing.
    

    

    
      Ying Le held a bloody tongue in her hand—she had shoved her fingers into Yu Sun’s mouth, her heat acting like fiery pliers, instantly completing the sequence: seared → charred → severed. It looked as though she had torn out his tongue.
    

    

    
      The nearby citizens had already fled indoors. 
    

    

    
      Those who hadn’t escaped knelt on the ground, trembling. 
    

    

    
      Even in Buye Tian’s divine-protected capital, none felt safe in the face of the Emperor of Qi.
    

    

    
      "What a fine tongue," Ying Le kissed the severed tongue and sighed. "Shame it grew in a criminal’s mouth. I’ll miss your voice."
    

    

    
      "County Lord of Lecheng."
    

    

    
      She didn’t look at Ying Ru Shi, still focused on the tongue in her hand, and casually asked, "Do you know what he did wrong?"
    

    

    
      Though her tone was light, as if chatting casually with a niece, Ying Ru Shi dared not lift her head. 
    

    

    
      A crushing malice surged toward her, invading every pore. 
    

    

    
      She stepped down from her carriage and knelt without hesitation. "Non-officials are not permitted to ride in carriages!"
    

    

    
      "Indeed, that law was decreed by the late emperor. I liked him very much, but the law is the law. He wasn’t an official—so he couldn’t ride in a carriage."
    

    

    
      Ying Le casually tucked the tongue into her robe, yanked the reins, and her two-man-tall black steed roared, pulling the steel chariot toward the city’s outskirts.
    

    

    
      As she passed Ying Ru Shi, Ying Le offered a warm smile.
    

    

    
      "Little Ru Shi, I’m looking forward to Bingzi Pepper Forest."
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi remained kneeling on the ground until Ying Le’s convoy disappeared into the distance.
    

    

    
      She looked at Yu Sun’s corpse not far away. Though her enemy lay dead before her, she felt no joy at all.
    

    

    
      All she wanted now was to hurry to the Thieves’ House. 
    

    

    
      Even though it was full of strangers, it still felt easier to breathe there than in Buye Tian.
    

    

    
      "Return to the residence."
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Jiangnan City.
    

    

    
      "Brother, do I look good?"
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao looked up, and his eyes lit up upon seeing his sister.
    

    

    
      She wasn’t dressed in the popular noble lady’s style, but more like a female Martial Messenger—short skirt layered under a long one for both movement and a girlish charm; her top paired with shoulder and wrist guards, topped with a snug-fitting light breastplate—efficient, sleek, and beautiful.
    

    

    
      On her back, she carried two circular rings—her signature weapon: Mandarin Duck Rings.
    

    

    
      "You look great!" Shang Qiao praised without reservation.
    

    

    
      "Then I’m heading out!"
    

    

    
      "Stay safe!"
    

    

    
      He gave a casual reminder, then only after several seconds realized something. "Wait, where are you going fully armed like that!?"
    

    

    
      By the time Shang Qiao ran outside, his sister Shang Xinlei was already nowhere to be found.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing watched the spirit jade in his hand crumble to dust.
    

    

    
      Then he gripped the White Iron Straight Blade, took a deep breath, and swung the blade at the training dummy in the room.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      A Moonring Slash cut through, leaving a deep gash in the dummy—yet it regenerated in the next second.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing exhaled deeply. Though this little bit of power wouldn’t change his current situation much,
    

    

    
      "At last, I’ve become a Messenger."
    

    

    
      At the final moment before the theft mission began, Yan Qing finally broke through the mortal limit—becoming a Messenger who could wield transcendent tokens!
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      Yan Qing naturally did not have the luxury of choosing one of three game classes; he could only follow the ways of this world and either become a Martial Messenger or a Literary Messenger.
    

    

    
      In terms of development potential, the Literary Messenger was slightly better after the fourth stage, since the Martial path’s main stat “Vital Energy and Blood” and related basic skills would gradually lose effectiveness later on.
    

    

    
      However, the combat power of a Martial Messenger from the first to the third stage completely crushed that of the Literary Messenger.
    

    

    
      Besides, Yan Qing didn’t even have access to the Secret Realm needed to transfer into the Literary path, so like the vast majority of people in this world, he could only begin his extraordinary journey as a Martial Messenger.
    

    

    
      Only a very small number of geniuses and nobles who could afford to squander mastery manuals in the Literary path pursued the theoretical peak strength like game players.
    

    

    
      The reason he had delayed his class change until today was that there were two rigid requirements for Martial progression: reaching level 10 and mastering any basic physical technique.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had already maxed out his Basic Footwork, but that only got him to level five or six.
    

    

    
      He still needed at least one more maxed-out skill to reach level 10.
    

    

    
      Three days ago, “Ye Si” had looted a Basic Blade Technique manual from a Secret Realm, but Yan Qing had another purpose for that manual and planned to wait for the next one.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected the wait to last three days.
    

    

    
      The drop rate in the Zheng Sanshan Secret Realm had been abnormally low in recent days.
    

    

    
      Apart from Spirit Jade and supplies, there were no other drops at all.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, a Basic Blade Technique finally dropped this morning; otherwise, Yan Qing would have had to face the Chang’an operation with the strength of an ordinary person.
    

    

    
      Although a first-stage Messenger was still a negligible weakling in this world, to Yan Qing, this marked the moment he truly stepped onto the extraordinary path.
    

    

    
      The surging Vital Energy and Blood, the Spirit Energy that flowed as if by command—nothing could make him more clearly realize that he was no longer in his original world—
    

    

    
      That ordinary, mundane world, without any miracles!
    

    

    
      What was once a paradise for the weak had now become a jungle for the strong.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing gripped the White Iron Straight Blade, gazing at his reflection on the blade.
    

    

    
      From this day forth, he would rely on the blade in his hand alone.
    

    

    
      Before cold iron dulled, who could step out of the long night?
    

    

    
      “It’s time to go.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing twirled the blade lightly and sheathed it.
    

    

    
      Such mortal-level techniques were as natural as breathing to him with his maxed Basic Blade Technique.
    

    

    
      He picked up the game console and did one final review to ensure that all the countermeasures arranged under “Auto Evolution” were flawless—
    

    

    
      There would certainly be unexpected variables, but all he could do was minimize their impact.
    

    

    
      Outside, the sound of a chair being dragged rang out.
    

    

    
      Though it wasn’t yet time, it was clear that someone couldn’t wait to take position early.
    

    

    
      But before meeting up with the “fellow thieves,” Yan Qing had one last thing to do.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Inside the Thieves' Hall, everyone’s thoughts varied.
    

    

    
      Because they were about to descend into Chang’an’s Vermillion Bird Avenue, it was impossible for them to continue wearing their masks—
    

    

    
      If the masks drew attention on the streets, it would backfire.
    

    

    
      Disguises were necessary, and from each person’s perspective, the other two’s attempts were barely passable.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen had the most thorough disguise—
    

    

    
      From figure to face, there was no trace of her original self; she looked like a rather delicate young man at first glance.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi had the cleverest disguise—
    

    

    
      She posed as a street vendor selling masks, wearing a half-fox mask herself, so no one would think it strange for her to wear one.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s disguise was the laziest—
    

    

    
      She wore a pair of black sunglasses, which appeared to be meticulously crafted from gemstones.
    

    

    
      Seriously, this was worse than wearing a mask.
    

    

    
      At least northerners had seen masks before, but no one had seen something as novel as sunglasses!
    

    

    
      And those glasses didn’t even conceal her face!
    

    

    
      Just as the two silently mocked Shang Xinlei’s sloppy disguise, they suddenly heard the sound of a door opening.
    

    

    
      They turned to look and were all stunned.
    

    

    
      There was three seconds of silence in the hall before Shang Xinlei’s laughter broke it.
    

    

    
      “Pfft—hahahaha, Yellow Dog, what the hell are you wearing!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei clutched her stomach, laughing wildly.
    

    

    
      “Did you hit your head or something?”
    

    

    
      That’s right.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s disguise was simple, crude, and effective—
    

    

    
      He had wrapped his entire head tightly with bandages, leaving only his eyes, nose, and mouth exposed.
    

    

    
      He looked like a severely burned mummy.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen couldn’t hold it in anymore:
    

    

    
      “If you don’t have time to disguise yourselves, you could’ve asked me for help! Do you even know what disguise means? Disguise means not drawing attention! Look at you—this is worse than wearing a mask!”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi tried to smooth things over:
    

    

    
      “Alright, alright, maybe it’s their first time so they’re not used to it…”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen gritted her teeth:
    

    

    
      “Don’t give me that! You’re not much better than them. Who goes around selling masks without even a pushcart? More importantly, what if someone actually wants to buy one? Compared to those two, you’re more likely to get hassled by others!”
    

    

    
      “We’re heading to Chang’an to steal from Bingzi Pepper Forest— Can you all take this a bit more seriously?!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen was truly furious.
    

    

    
      She had finally made up her mind to complete this mission and take Bingzi Pepper Forest for herself, but her three teammates were more ridiculous than the next.
    

    

    
      Now she felt a bit hopeless—could it be that her very first mission would end in disaster, and she'd have to trouble her father to come bail her out?
    

    

    
      What confidence would she have to criticize her father’s misdeeds then?
    

    

    
      What qualifications would she have to restore the honor of the Medicine Masters?
    

    

    
      “Snacks?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei checked her belongings.
    

    

    
      “Aiya, I forgot to bring snacks. What a pity—the kitchen prepared crab meat dumplings in steamers today…”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt himself salivating wildly.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi asked curiously, “Dumplings?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei explained, “They’re similar to jiaozi, but the fillings include shrimp, fresh pork, char siu, bamboo shoots, and crab meat, so they taste really sweet and savory…”
    

    

    
      “Enough!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen slammed the table.
    

    

    
      “You few—take off your masks, your glasses, your bandages! It’d be better to just show your faces than arrive in Chang’an drawing so much attention—”
    

    

    
      「Confirming all members are present.」
    

    

    
      「Mission begins in five seconds.
    

    

    
      Arrival location: Vermillion Bird Avenue, Chang’an City.
    

    

    
      Five, four, three…」
    

    

    
      A strange yet familiar narration echoed in their ears.
    

    

    
      Before they could react, the countdown vanished in a blink.
    

    

    
      As their vision went dark, even before opening their eyes, the sounds of a bustling crowd already rushed into their ears.
    

    

    
      Since the countdown began, Yan Qing had been gripping his blade.
    

    

    
      His body tense, he stepped back and opened his eyes.
    

    

    
      He saw the four of them had appeared at the end of a small alley.
    

    

    
      One had to pass through a turn to reach the main street, so it was impossible for the people outside to see their arrival.
    

    

    
      “This is behind Tongrentang.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi scanned the area and immediately identified their location.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go. It’s about half a li to Anguo Temple from here.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen was skeptical.
    

    

    
      Even she, a native of Chang’an, hadn’t recognized this alley.
    

    

    
      “How do you know that?”
    

    

    
      “There are four alleys like this on the terrain model. The surrounding buildings of three of them don’t match. So this must be the alley behind Tongrentang,” Ying Ru Shi replied.
    

    

    
      “The Thieves' House couldn’t have transported us outside the sandbox.”
    

    

    
      “You memorized the entire sandbox?”
    

    

    
      “We had five days. Isn’t it only natural to memorize the layout?”
    

    

    
      With that, Ying Ru Shi started walking.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing followed right behind.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei glanced at Medicine Master Wen, patted her on the shoulder and comforted, “Don’t worry. I didn’t memorize it either. I bet Yellow Dog didn’t. Only White Fox is a genius. Hmph, let’s gang up on her together!”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t we agree not to make reckless contact with each other?”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen barely resisted the urge to shake her off and glared at her fiercely.
    

    

    
      “Big sis, you’re so hard to please. White Fox is the genius, Yellow Dog has the intel, and us two little useless ones should band together for warmth.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei sighed and skipped to catch up with the others.
    

    

    
      Who are you calling useless?!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen gritted her teeth, but then a sudden realization made her shiver—
    

    

    
      Had Red Snake figured out she was a woman?
    

    

    
      Impossible!
    

    

    
      She had disguised herself so well!
    

    

    
      The four of them walked along Vermillion Bird Avenue, and sure enough, they drew a lot of attention.
    

    

    
      Passersby kept turning to look.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, it was only half a li.
    

    

    
      Before long, they reached the marketplace near Anguo Temple.
    

    

    
      The area was packed with people.
    

    

    
      They blended into the crowd… yet still stood out.
    

    

    
      A mummy man + mask vendor + sunglasses ensemble—still too avant-garde for Chang’an City.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go over there and order some noodles to hold a spot,” Yan Qing suddenly said.
    

    

    
      He pointed to a noodle shop called 《First Noodle》.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen frowned.
    

    

    
      “Eat noodles?
    

    

    
      We’re short on time—we’ve only got two ke—”
    

    

    
      “I want to eat too!”
    

    

    
      “I want to try Chang’an’s flavors.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Ying Ru Shi simultaneously cut off Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      Once her face darkened, Yan Qing finally explained:
    

    

    
      “When we come back, we’ll have to remain on Vermillion Bird Avenue for half a ke before we can return.
    

    

    
      If we don’t secure a spot now, we’ll be stuck wandering the streets, which is even riskier.”
    

    

    
      With that, Yan Qing walked over.
    

    

    
      Clearly, he wasn’t asking for opinions—just informing them.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen felt extremely stifled.
    

    

    
      At any other time, who besides her father dared to overrule her?
    

    

    
      But in the Thieves’ House, she had lost count of how many times Yellow Dog had dismissed her views.
    

    

    
      Even the whole plan was crafted by Yellow Dog, and she wasn’t even privy to the full details.
    

    

    
      Staring at the three people ahead, her fury boiled.
    

    

    
      White Fox, self-righteous and mocking her for not memorizing the terrain—deserves death.
    

    

    
      Red Snake, seeing through her disguise and calling her useless—deserves death.
    

    

    
      Yellow Dog, disregarding her input and stealing her leadership—deserves death even more!
    

    

    
      The more she thought, the angrier she got.
    

    

    
      I can’t take it anymore.
    

    

    
      I’m done pretending.
    

    

    
      I’m summoning the Shen Ce Army of Chang’an to crush you all right now!
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf!
    

    

    
      Black Wolf!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing suddenly shouted ahead:
    

    

    
      “Our table got snatched!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen looked closely and saw two burly men had taken the table in front of them.
    

    

    
      One of the men glanced at them and said, “Snatched? I was clearly here first. You guys were slow, so queue up properly—”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen walked up to them, expressionless.
    

    

    
      The burly man still looked disdainful.
    

    

    
      “What? You wanna fight? This is Chang’an. You think you bumpkins can mess around here—”
    

    

    
      Thud!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen reached out and grabbed their collars.
    

    

    
      She had a superb figure—long legs and arms.
    

    

    
      Even though these two were slightly taller, she effortlessly lifted them both—each over a hundred jin—like rag dolls!
    

    

    
      Their legs dangled and kicked, knocking chairs over.
    

    

    
      Before they could resist, she flung them forcefully, sending them crashing outside the noodle shop.
    

    

    
      Faced with someone who could lift people with one hand, she was clearly a Martial Messenger.
    

    

    
      Even though Chang’an’s protection would prevent injuries, the burly men didn’t dare mess with her.
    

    

    
      They didn’t even spit a harsh word before crawling up and fleeing in shame.
    

    

    
      “Good thing you were here, Black Wolf.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, Black Wolf, your Vital Energy and Blood must be really high?”
    

    

    
      “We might need you to break through obstacles later.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s expression remained calm, but perhaps due to surging Vital Energy and Blood, her face flushed a bit.
    

    

    
      She sat down and said coldly, “Hmph, I knew I couldn’t count on you lot.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing, Ying Ru Shi, and Shang Xinlei exchanged subtle glances.
    

    

    
      By the second meeting, they had already noticed that Medicine Master Wen’s mood swung dramatically.
    

    

    
      When her emotions stayed low for too long, she’d flip the table—like ending the second day’s meeting abruptly.
    

    

    
      And yet, she loved to give advice, even act like a commander.
    

    

    
      If you disagreed with her, she’d secretly get upset.
    

    

    
      And if the frustration built up, she’d explode.
    

    

    
      Normally, this kind of person would be trouble, but Black Wolf was surprisingly easy to handle—
    

    

    
      Just let her dominate once in a while, and she’d return to normal.
    

    

    
      Unspoken, they all knew to give Black Wolf chances to take the lead.
    

    

    
      When the waiter arrived, Yan Qing asked, “Four bowls of pork wonton noodles. How long’s the wait?”
    

    

    
      Seeing this table of strange guests, the waiter’s expression didn’t change at all.
    

    

    
      Smiling, he replied, “Sorry, sirs. It’s a bit crowded now. You may have to wait a quarter of a ke.”
    

    

    
      “A quarter of a ke is fine. Go ahead and cook them first. We’ll head to Anguo Temple to fetch something and be back.”
    

    

    
      “Alrighty.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked up.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the sun hung high in the sky.
    

    

    
      The sunlight was nearly vertical—standing still, one could barely see their shadow.
    

    

    
      Time’s up, he thought.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, at the Ciji Courtyard behind Anguo Temple, three unexpected visitors arrived.
    

    

    
      A monk doing chores stopped mopping when he saw three identical people enter through the gate and stood stunned at the entrance.
    

    

    
      “You three are…?”
    

    

    
      “An Qi.”
    

    

    
      “An Ba.”
    

    

    
      “An Jiu.”
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      When he was first deceived and brought to the dungeon, Xue Yan was not very flustered.        
    

    

    
      As a noble of Chang'an, he was destined to become a pillar of the imperial court in the provinces, so naturally, he did not fear this group of monks.
    

    

    
      He devised many strategies in his mind, waiting for the opportunity to make a move in Anguo Temple, to let his parents and uncles know that he was already twelve years old and no longer a child.
    

    

    
      When he first learned that the monks intended to starve them, Xue Yan was even a little disdainful.
    

    

    
      Other than being punished by his parents for being mischievous as a child, Xue Yan had never experienced hunger; he thought being hungry was nothing more than craving food a little.
    

    

    
      He was already a twelve-year-old man—surely he could endure a bit of craving!
    

    

    
      But after going more than a day without eating, all that remained in his mind were memories of delicious food.
    

    

    
      At first, the hunger grew worse and worse, so unbearable that he even considered biting his own fingers.
    

    

    
      Slowly, just as Xue Yan thought he could get used to the hunger, the warrior monks would start eating right outside the cell.
    

    

    
      Let alone biting into a drumstick—just the crisp sound of them eating a single peanut, the melody of the nut dancing between their teeth, would make Xue Yan relive countless times in his mind the blissful experience of eating peanuts.
    

    

    
      The hopeless hunger sliced at his soul like a small knife over and over again.
    

    

    
      At such moments, he could only force himself to listen to the nonsense of the newly arrived girl beside him.
    

    

    
      Among this group of second-generation nobles from Chang'an who loved to flaunt their family backgrounds, this girl was undoubtedly the type with a better memory.
    

    

    
      Xue Yan not only learned that she was the third daughter of the Yang family, but also knew who her grandfather was, who her father was, who her uncles were, how many relatives she had, and what positions they held.
    

    

    
      In the end, Xue Yan not only ended up hungry, but was also forced to gather intelligence on the Yang Third Miss’s entire family—he hadn’t even understood his own family this thoroughly!
    

    

    
      In a daze, Xue Yan would occasionally recall those emaciated corpses he saw outside Chang'an, remember the starving people fighting over gruel during his family's charity work, recall the roadside children with grass signs, the kneeling men, the women selling themselves...
    

    

    
      He had never understood, nor had he been interested in understanding, the sufferings of these lower-class people.
    

    

    
      He thought they were like weeds—flourishing when the weather was favorable, withering under thunder and frost.
    

    

    
      If weeds withered, then let them wither—who mourned the loss of weeds?
    

    

    
      They would grow back next year anyway; the land had never lacked weeds.
    

    

    
      Until he lay in this filthy, stinking dungeon full of the stench of excrement and urine, he finally realized he was no more noble than a weed.
    

    

    
      He would lower his head like a weed, sell himself like a weed, and in the end, wither like a weed.
    

    

    
      The world had abandoned him.
    

    

    
      Heaven’s justice had abandoned him.
    

    

    
      If one day their roles were reversed, he would also let them know what cruelty meant!
    

    

    
      Just as this twelve-year-old boy believed he had grasped the truth of the world, a pair of twin brothers descended from the heavens and burst into the cell, interrupting the blackened enlightenment he was brewing.
    

    

    
      Though the brothers also managed to trap the monk Benzhi who had been aiding Ciji Courtyard’s evil deeds, Xue Yan still found them incredibly foolish.
    

    

    
      They knew it was a trap—so why did they still come in?
    

    

    
      Though appealing to the authorities might be futile, if An Liu could stir up enough trouble, perhaps they could force Anguo Temple to release their group.
    

    

    
      Not to mention, they even thought of blocking the dungeon door to starve Benzhi to death—
    

    

    
      Even if, by the most far-fetched chance, they succeeded in starving him, what good would it do?
    

    

    
      Wouldn’t the two of them still be trapped here?
    

    

    
      One person being unlucky, versus two people plus an enemy being unlucky—which was better?
    

    

    
      No matter how he thought about it, Xue Yan believed An Liu should have abandoned An Wu instead of coming to die with him.
    

    

    
      Were these commoners so dismissive of their own lives?
    

    

    
      Moreover, by blocking the door, An Wu and An Liu not only offended the bald monks of Anguo Temple, but also angered the people in the cell.
    

    

    
      Not everyone was so hard-boned; even Xue Yan himself had given up.
    

    

    
      Before An Wu and An Liu arrived, some people had already begged the warrior monks for food, saying they were willing to comply.
    

    

    
      But Anguo Temple seemed to have a set procedure—they had to starve people for a certain number of days before moving to the next step.
    

    

    
      After An Wu and An Liu blocked the door, not only could Benzhi not leave, but the rest of them, the victims, couldn’t leave either.
    

    

    
      A day later, the warrior monks, seeing that An Wu and An Liu refused to sleep and insisted on guarding the door, began eating fine food and drink just outside.
    

    

    
      While Xue Yan and the others starved, they were told that their hunger was An Wu and An Liu’s fault for blocking the door.
    

    

    
      The tactic was effective.
    

    

    
      Though Xue Yan said nothing, the others began to complain about An Wu and An Liu.
    

    

    
      When An Wu and An Liu gave no response, the complaints turned into insults, the insults turned into resentment.
    

    

    
      In the end, they even believed that their hunger was entirely the fault of An Wu and An Liu, cursing them to get out of the way and stop blocking the door.
    

    

    
      In that moment, both the perpetrators and the victims united in a shared hatred, denouncing their common enemies together.
    

    

    
      Yet An Wu and An Liu still gave no response.
    

    

    
      Xue Yan really wanted to know how they felt.
    

    

    
      Emotionally, they had trapped the monk Benzhi, which counted as a bit of revenge for Xue Yan and the others.
    

    

    
      Logically, by blocking the door, they were also protecting Xue Yan and the rest from being taken away by the warrior monks.
    

    

    
      Yet no one appreciated them.
    

    

    
      Everyone resented them for causing more trouble.
    

    

    
      Outside the cell were the enemy’s jeers and abuse; inside were their own people’s insults and resentment.
    

    

    
      But the two of them were like rocks—silently enduring the waves of malice.
    

    

    
      Let the storm rage; I remain unmoved.
    

    

    
      Xue Yan’s gaze toward them shifted from initial disdain to nothing but incomprehensible curiosity.
    

    

    
      What exactly were they holding on to?
    

    

    
      What exactly were they waiting for?
    

    

    
      What exactly... were they?
    

    

    
      By the third day, everyone was exhausted, all waiting for the moment An Wu and An Liu collapsed.
    

    

    
      Everyone knew that moment wouldn’t be far—three days without food, water, or sleep, even a Messenger couldn’t endure that.
    

    

    
      Xue Yan lay on the filthy straw.
    

    

    
      Having not eaten anything for six days and only drunk water, even staying conscious was now a luxury.
    

    

    
      I'm going to die, Xue Yan thought.
    

    

    
      That’s fine.
    

    

    
      He could die with his name clean, without dishonoring the Xue family.
    

    

    
      In the next life... may he live in a world where no one dies of hunger...
    

    

    
      In a haze, he seemed to see someone walk up to him.
    

    

    
      Then a pill mixed with water was stuffed into his mouth.
    

    

    
      The pill melted instantly, its taste full of medicinal herbs, but not bitter.
    

    

    
      Thump.
    

    

    
      His heart pounded with powerful force.
    

    

    
      The hunger in his stomach faded rapidly, his foggy mind began to clear, and even his body—days without any food—was recovering strength at an unimaginable speed!
    

    

    
      Xue Yan opened his eyes and sat up, seeing An Liu giving water and feeding pills to the collapsed crowd.
    

    

    
      Those who took the pill got up one by one.
    

    

    
      Though they were thin and pale, their energy and spirit visibly returned!
    

    

    
      "I'm not hungry anymore! I'm not hungry!"
    

    

    
      "Give me another one, I feel much better after taking it!"
    

    

    
      "What kind of miraculous pill is this?"
    

    

    
      "Healing Pill!" Compared to the ignorant crowd, the well-informed Xue Yan revealed the truth in one breath: "This is an elixir only found in secret realms. You actually have so many of them!"
    

    

    
      The commotion in the cell naturally caught the attention of the warrior monks.
    

    

    
      Seeing the people who had been starving for days getting up one after another, and hearing Xue Yan's voice, they immediately sensed something was wrong.
    

    

    
      They planned to split up—one to keep an eye on the cell, the other to notify the rest.
    

    

    
      And just at that moment—
    

    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    

    
      With a breath like a long river, An Wu’s body, blocking the dungeon door, suddenly swelled with muscle.
    

    

    
      Blue veins popped out.
    

    

    
      Though his outer appearance was still that of a small, thin boy, the powerful surge of vital energy and blood made it impossible for anyone to ignore his presence!
    

    

    
      Any Messenger would instantly recognize what had just happened to An Wu!
    

    

    
      "You actually changed class!?" The warrior monk couldn't believe it. "In this place, at this moment—how could it be—"
    

    

    
      Zheng!
    

    

    
      A White Iron Straight Blade suddenly appeared in An Wu’s hand.
    

    

    
      He swung it, sending out two arcs of Moonring Blade Light, instantly slicing through the iron bars of the dungeon cell!
    

    

    

  
    Chapter 22: All of You, Freeze. This Is a Robbery

    
      Chapter 22: All of You, Freeze. This Is a Robbery
    

    

    
      They had escaped!
    

    

    
      At the instant An Wu cut open the prison cell, the martial monk immediately realized something was wrong.
    

    

    
      In Chang’an City, people were unable to harm each other spontaneously; to capture a person required several individuals assisting. 
    

    

    
      Now that more than a dozen people had broken out of the cell, there was no way they two alone could handle the situation—they needed the whole of Anguo Temple to quell this group!
    

    

    
      He turned and punched the copper bell fixed in the wall; instantly a clear, resonant chime echoed through the cell.
    

    

    
      Then, the two martial monks blocked the narrow corridor together, yelling, “You can’t escape! As long as we block here, not one of you can fly away!”
    

    

    
      This explained why they had painstakingly excavated space underground to build the prison cells—in Chang’an, it might take five people to catch one, but only two to block a hundred!
    

    

    
      An Wu could sever the iron grille, yet he could not harm them!
    

    

    
      Soon Anguo Temple would close its doors, dozens of martial monks would descend to suppress this cowardly lot; they just needed to hold for a quarter of an hour… no, half that!
    

    

    
      An Wu did not look at the monks, but turned to Xue Yan and the others, saying, “When we go up, we will draw the monks’ attention; they won’t bother with you. Then you yourselves figure out how to escape.”
    

    

    
      “Why didn’t you use medicine to save us earlier?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, why did you watch us starve for so many days?”
    

    

    
      “You nearly got us killed by starvation!”
    

    

    
      “Whose subordinates are you, that you don’t care whether we lived or died?”
    

    

    
      As soon as they exited the cell, someone began complaining, and soon others echoed, accusing An Wu and An Liu.
    

    

    
      Xue Yan was too furious to hold back, and now that he had strength, he shouted, “You ungrateful fools! It was the bald monk at Anguo Temple who starved you, so why curse these two? Without them saving you, you’d have been sold off somewhere by now!”
    

    

    
      At once a delicate noblewoman retorted, “They saved us to gain merit, but that’s what they should do!”
    

    

    
      “They ought to have slapped you across the face!”
    

    

    
      The speaker was not Xue Yan but little Miss Yang San, who almost jumped as she said, “You just think you’re untouchable in Chang’an, so you can talk this bullshit? A few days ago when they blocked the door, did you think they were trying to starve that bald monk Ben Zhi? It was to protect us! You’re truly a bunch of ungrateful beasts, not caring at all—”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    

    
      An Wu suddenly laughed. Everyone looked at him, but he kept his head down, muttering to himself, “There are really people who complain…”
    

    

    
      He looked at everyone and said something odd: “If you complain about me, I have only one answer.”
    

    

    
      If? But hadn’t that already happened?
    

    

    
      “Although I wanted to save you, if my actions made you suffer or even die, I would not care.” An Wu said calmly. “I saved you simply because I was willing.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t need your gratitude, nor will I accept your complaints. Even if all of you die now I wouldn’t mind.”
    

    

    
      “I saved you only to make the world turn according to my will!”
    

    

    
      Not just the complaining nobles, even Xue Yan and Miss Yang were stunned by An Wu’s words.
    

    

    
      Even the emperor wouldn’t dare speak so arrogantly, would he?
    

    

    
      Before they could respond, the cell echoed with the sound of objects falling. They turned to see a triple twin—five identical dimensions—matching An Wu and An Liu…
    

    

    
      Even amid more curses at An Wu, he and An Liu ignored the prisoners and each lifted the canisters of oil the monks had placed in the corner.
    

    

    
      Those oil cans were the monks’ weapons to kill people or even destroy corpses, but weapons lacked owners.
    

    

    
      When the monks blocking the stairwell saw them move the oil cans, they immediately understood their plan. Seeing An Wu approach, they scolded in harsh voices, “You want to burn us with oil? Hahaha! Before burning others, you'd have to burn yourself first—dare you? We trained specifically for this. You’d burn to a crisp!”
    

    

    
      An Wu picked up a can of oil and poured it toward the monks. The monks felt unsettled, but remained unafraid—only flames upon the body could ignite the oil upon them.
    

    

    
      That was the law of the inner city: only by harming yourself first could you find a loophole to harm others.
    

    

    
      “An Wu,” Xue Yan removed his own jacket, “use our clothes to soak—”
    

    

    
      An Wu did not heed them; instead he applied oil onto his own right arm.
    

    

    
      Even the monks who weren’t afraid when he’d cut the cell open were now frightened to see this. “What are you doing? Think carefully, you’ll die! Fire and oil—you can’t control it—”
    

    

    
      Swish!
    

    

    
      An Wu lifted the candleholder and set it aflame, and his right arm immediately burst into roaring flames, the searing heat so intense no one dared approach!
    

    

    
      The martial monks doused in oil screamed in agony and scrambled up the corridor as An Wu strode behind them with his flaming arm held high like a torch, leading everyone out of the dungeon's darkness.
    

    

    
      At that moment, even the noble who had just angrily shouted at An Wu closed her mouth obediently.
    

    

    
      The iron door at the end of the corridor was shut and could only be opened from the outside.
    

    

    
      Two martial monks pounded the door frantically, and soon a chubby monk opened it casually and asked, “Why the hurry? You bumped the copper bell just now—I haven’t even reprimanded you—”
    

    

    
      “Quickly shut the door!”
    

    

    
      As the prison overseer, the martial monks usually bowed to him, but now they had no time to care and crushed past him to run outside, leaving only one sentence behind.
    

    

    
      The overseer, with oil smudged on his hand, looked down into the corridor and saw a flaming arm running toward him.
    

    

    
      His reflexes were quick—he slammed the iron door shut with a crack—but the flaming arm was faster: it reached through the crack in the door first.
    

    

    
      The door’s weight brought tremendous force, and the flaming hand’s wrist was nearly crushed off; charred flesh smeared like minced meat on the doorframe, revealing white, bloody bone splinters—it was impossible to imagine the pain.
    

    

    
      But!
    

    

    
      But!
    

    

    
      That nearly severed hand, like the claw of a yaksha demon wretched by imprisonment, clutched onto the overseer’s oil-smeared arm as if trying to drag him into a hellish abyss to atone for sins!
    

    

    
      “Ahhhh!”
    

    

    
      The overseer, himself ablaze, howled and ran outside, banging the copper bell inside nonstop while shouting, “Shut the door! Quickly shut it! A demon’s escaped from hell, a demon’s escaped from hell!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the main hall of Anguo Temple was enveloped in clanging bells from all directions.
    

    

    
      The reception monk ordered the doors to be closed while approaching a newcomer: “Sorry, honored guest, water has flooded inside Anguo Temple; we cannot receive visitors now. Please come back tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Walking up front was a strange figure fully wrapped in bandages.
    

    

    
      His companions were also odd: a masked mask‑merchant, a lively girl wearing sunglasses, and a youth who looked volatile just from his appearance.
    

    

    
      The reception monk saw they ignored him and kept walking, so he signaled a martial monk by the counter and hurried to close the doors himself—where a temple opens the Changsheng Vault it must have both the red-faced and white-faced roles.
    

    

    
      “The timing is perfect,”
    

    

    
      the bandaged stranger said, pointing to the main hall door.
    

    

    
      “See, someone will close it for us.”
    

    

    
      “Then, let the mission begin.”
    

    

    
      He pulled a mask from his bosom, painted with a yellow dog—quite cute—and put it on casually.
    

    

    
      He drew his blade indifferently, like greeting someone, and slashed at the approaching monk.
    

    

    
      The martial monk was still bewildered—this was Chang’an City; why draw a sword? His slash wouldn’t even cut clothes—
    

    

    
      Slash.
    

    

    
      Not until a severed hand dropped to the ground and blood splattered everywhere did the delayed pain storm into his brain.
    

    

    
      It also triggered fear among all the surrounding monks.
    

    

    
      “Ahhhh—my hand, my hand!”
    

    

    
      Medicine‑Master Wen, Ying Ru Shi, and Shang Xinlei all put on masks, and Yan Qing strode forward holding the dripping-blood White‑Iron Straight Blade, scanning the scene as he declared:
    

    

    
      “All of you, freeze. This is a robbery.”
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      Chapter 23: An Wu, I’ve arrived
    

    

    
      Even after passing through the main gate of Anguo Temple, Medicine Master Wen still didn’t trust Yellow Dog’s plan to lock the temple doors.
    

    

    
      Her Embroidered Guard had thoroughly investigated the personnel movements in Anguo Temple over nearly a year, confirming that Yellow Dog couldn’t have planted men inside the temple in just these few days.
    

    

    
      And given Chang’an’s divine protection, Yellow Dog couldn’t possibly have harmed a monk and taken his place.
    

    

    
      Yellow Dog’s claim that he had an inside man in Anguo Temple was a downright lie.
    

    

    
      She had already prepared her words—so long as Yellow Dog failed to close the temple doors, she would immediately jump out and scold him harshly for being presumptuous and irresponsible, stating that his failure showed his lack of accountability, and that the only way forward was to follow her command, as only she could lead them to victory…
    

    

    
      Until the overwhelming sound of bells shattered her fantasy.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen watched with wide eyes as the monks hurriedly closed the temple doors on all sides, lowered the door barriers, including the small door leading to the second floor, and didn’t even ignore the windows.
    

    

    
      In less than twenty seconds, the entire Anguo Temple was completely sealed off, inside and out, creating a perfect environment for carrying out a plan.
    

    

    
      Only the monks of Anguo Temple could muster enough manpower to close those doors in such a short time.
    

    

    
      Although Medicine Master Wen still didn’t know what Yellow Dog had done, there was no doubt: at this moment, all the monks of Anguo Temple had become “inside men”!
    

    

    
      What he said was actually true.
    

    

    
      He had really done it.
    

    

    
      Right under my nose, he set up a flawless plan, and I didn’t even sniff out the basics of his scheme!
    

    

    
      Closing the temple doors was his plan, opening the golden cabinet was his suggestion, and even choosing the escape route was his decision!
    

    

    
      Chang’an city was supposed to be my domain—how could he act so freely?
    

    

    
      I am the daughter of the Duke of Jin, the Supervising Commander of the Embroidered Guard—how could he be more adept than me?
    

    

    
      I was clearly the fated leader of the Thieves’ House, so why was he better than me?
    

    

    
      By what right!
    

    

    
      Why!
    

    

    
      After Medicine Master Wen donned her Black Wolf mask, no one could see her expression.
    

    

    
      All they could feel was the burning heat of her energy surging, and her momentum climbing steadily!
    

    

    
      “You dared to run wild in Anguo Temple!”
    

    

    
      A tall martial monk brandishing a staff sprang forward from behind the counter.
    

    

    
      He saw the severed-armed monk collapsed on the ground, and the blood pooling everywhere, and his brows immediately knitted tightly, his face darkening like an enraged Arhat.
    

    

    
      “Though I do not know what you have done, removing Chang’an’s Buddhist protection, those who kill will be killed in turn; without the Buddha’s protection, do you really think you can act brazenly?
    

    

    
      Let it be known to you all—the Buddha is infinitely merciful, yet infinitely wrathful!”
    

    

    
      “Benevolence, mercy, and clarity—follow my lead to vanquish demons!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Uncle Chengming!”
    

    

    
      The three monks around, who had just been momentarily at a loss, snapped out of it at the tall monk’s command, and surrounded Yan Qing’s group from all directions.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s heart sank—that was exactly one of the worst-case scenarios he had imagined.
    

    

    
      If the monks didn’t realize what was happening, they could use the element of surprise to eliminate the temple’s combat force first.
    

    

    
      Those monks, believing Chang’an’s protection would safeguard them, even if they were strong, would die cluelessly.
    

    

    
      But as soon as someone raised a rallying cry, guiding them into combat mode, Yan Qing’s group would have no choice but to clash head-on with the martial monks of Anguo Temple!
    

    

    
      As the saying goes, if you don’t show your hand, others won’t realize how weak you are.
    

    

    
      With only Yan Qing’s level of Messenger strength, once he fought, the result would surely expose all his weaknesses—then everyone would know he was just a rookie.
    

    

    
      Even if the mission succeeded, the loss for Yan Qing would be unbearable.
    

    

    
      He had done so much groundwork—could he still not avoid a direct confrontation?
    

    

    
      Just as a fierce inner struggle brewed in Yan Qing’s mind, Medicine Master Wen stepped in front of them, her low voice carrying an almost arrogant coldness: “All of you, come at once—I’m in a hurry.”
    

    

    
      “Bold little thief!”
    

    

    
      The tall monk roared, swinging his staff along with the three others toward Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      Now was not the time for talk of martial ethics—they couldn’t miss an opportunity to incapacitate an enemy while caught off guard!
    

    

    
      At the same time, Medicine Master Wen unwrapped the cloth around her bundle, pulling out two folding steel rods.
    

    

    
      With a twist of her hands, they rapidly locked together and formed a refined steel spear!
    

    

    
      She then advanced toward the martial monks’ staffs, without using the slightest defense!
    

    

    
      Dong dong dong dong!
    

    

    
      The monks’ staves landed on Medicine Master Wen without hesitation, striking with dull, splitting whooshes.
    

    

    
      The tall monk Chengming’s staff was even wreathed in red lightning; when it struck her, it was like ringing a bell, erupting in thunderous booms!
    

    

    
      Ordinary martial monks were First-Stage Messengers, with only the defensive token “Arhat Robe” on them.
    

    

    
      But relying on their vital energy, even their stave strikes could shatter jade and crack stone.
    

    

    
      Chengming, however, was a Second-Stage Messenger.
    

    

    
      In addition to the Arhat Robe, he had the Second-Stage token “Thunder Pearl,” which could greatly enhance any weapon’s lethality.
    

    

    
      Against ordinary people, the four-man assault led by Chengming could pound someone into a bloody pulp; even stone or steel would be reduced to rubble.
    

    

    
      Yet Medicine Master Wen, who took all their attacks head-on, only triggered gentle golden ripples on her body—completely unscathed.
    

    

    
      “To withstand the Thunder Pearl’s enhanced strikes... is it a Second-Stage defensive token?”
    

    

    
      This thought flashed through Chengming’s mind.
    

    

    
      He figured the opponent was likely a low-attack, high-defense Second-Stage Messenger.
    

    

    
      His guess wasn’t unreasonable—after all, replenishing spirit energy was extremely troublesome for Messengers.
    

    

    
      Limited by spirit meter caps, Second-Stage Messengers often only carried one token: if they prioritized offense, they lacked defense; if they favored healing, they lost mobility.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he heard Medicine Master Wen’s voice—low, yet brimming with murderous intent:
    

    

    
      “Done hitting? Then it’s my turn.”
    

    

    
      The golden light on her body flowed onto the refined steel spear, coiling around it like liquid.
    

    

    
      She raised the spear single-handedly, her body taut like a drawn bowstring!
    

    

    
      The monks showed no fear, planning to tank it with their Arhat Robes and seize the chance to keep attacking her.
    

    

    
      Only Chengming realized something was wrong and began retreating, shouting, “Dodge now, that’s—”
    

    

    
      Token: Vajra Armor!
    

    

    
      With a loud shout, Medicine Master Wen swept the spear horizontally with one hand.
    

    

    
      Golden light spilled like liquid from the tip, transforming into a golden spear arc that slashed across!
    

    

    
      What she swung was not a spear—it was a sea of blood!
    

    

    
      The Arhat Robes on the monks shattered instantly.
    

    

    
      Even Chengming couldn’t escape.
    

    

    
      Every one of them was cleaved at the waist.
    

    

    
      Blood splattered across the floor, forming a crimson line.
    

    

    
      Nearby reception monks scrambled backward, crawling and stumbling, staring in terror at Medicine Master Wen and her companions.
    

    

    
      Chengming wasn’t dead yet.
    

    

    
      With only half his body left, he tried to widen his eyes and stared at her Black Wolf mask, trembling as he said, “Rare… it’s a rare… token…”
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen pierced his skull with a single spear thrust, ending his misery.
    

    

    
      She glanced back at the others and calmly said, “Let’s move, time’s tight.”
    

    

    
      Even through the mask, she could see the surprised expressions on White Fox and Red Snake’s faces, and instantly felt a surge of satisfaction.
    

    

    
      Now you see how powerful I am!
    

    

    
      But when she looked at Yellow Dog, she felt her fury boiling again—he had actually just walked right past her, not even slightly impressed by her display!
    

    

    
      This is a rare token!
    

    

    
      Have you ever seen a rare token?
    

    

    
      Do you even know what a rare token is?
    

    

    
      Clearly not, or you’d realize how incredible I am!
    

    

    
      What a clueless bumpkin!
    

    

    
      She nearly jabbed Yan Qing in the back with her spear.
    

    

    
      At that moment, as Yan Qing opened the counter gate to enter the inner hall of Anguo Temple, the trembling abbot monk inside suddenly pulled out a戒刀 and tried to sneak-attack Yan Qing from behind.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen stepped forward and swept her spear single-handedly.
    

    

    
      The powerful spear shaft smashed the abbot monk against the wall—he slid down like a rag and lost consciousness.
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing turned to look, she snorted coldly and scolded, “Watch your surroundings—don’t cause me trouble.”
    

    

    
      “Sorry,” Yan Qing smiled, “Don’t act in a moment—my people are here.”
    

    

    
      Yellow Dog’s people?
    

    

    
      Now it wasn’t just Medicine Master Wen—Ying Ru Shi and Shang Xinlei also turned curiously to look.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing pushed open the doors between the counter and the inner hall.
    

    

    
      At once, a wave of heat mixed with a burnt stench rushed out.
    

    

    
      “This really is... blasphemy,” Ying Ru Shi muttered.
    

    

    
      Inside the inner hall, where statues of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas stood tall, lay several twisted corpses—all burned to charcoal.
    

    

    
      When the doors opened, a martial monk still bathed in flames was screaming, but he couldn’t escape.
    

    

    
      Three identical triplets blocked his way.
    

    

    
      Even though the fire had reached them too, they remained motionless until the monk collapsed, no longer moving.
    

    

    
      More than a dozen frail, pale nobles huddled in the corner, their faces filled with terror.
    

    

    
      They dared not make a sound, as if afraid of awakening some evil spirit in the Buddha Hall.
    

    

    
      In the center of the inner hall stood a youth holding a blade with one hand.
    

    

    
      Half his body was scorched black.
    

    

    
      His right hand was burned down to half an arm—the remaining stump looked like hot charcoal, ready to crumble at any touch.
    

    

    
      His eyebrows and hair had been burned off.
    

    

    
      The skin on the right side of his face was so charred it resembled twisted, aged bark—his once-handsome features now hideously grotesque.
    

    

    
      He faced the entire hall of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, like a demon climbing out of purgatory.
    

    

    
      Yet Medicine Master Wen, Ying Ru Shi, and Shang Xinlei all noticed one thing at once—
    

    

    
      The youth’s White Iron Straight Blade was identical to Yellow Dog’s blade!
    

    

    
      “An Wu, I’ve arrived.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing stepped into the inner hall and greeted him loudly.
    

    

    
      The youth turned to look at Yan Qing, expressionless on his demonic face.
    

    

    
      For a moment, Yan Qing thought he wouldn’t recognize him—
    

    

    
      “You’ve come.”
    

    

    
      An Wu paused and added, “We killed four. Three escaped. They complained.”
    

    

    
      At that last sentence, Xue Yan, Yang Third Miss, and the others froze—and their expressions changed dramatically.
    

    

    
      Every one of them tensed up, their hearts in their throats.
    

    

    
      They didn’t even dare to breathe.
    

    

    
      Nervously, they stared at the strange figure wearing the Yellow Dog mask, awaiting his response!
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      Chapter 24: Like a Ghost, Like a Buddha
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced at Xue Yan and the group of ‘strange NPCs’ he had seen in the game, but he didn’t pay them any mind.
    

    

    
      The content of his conversation with An Wu wasn’t important—what mattered was that An Wu could accurately identify the account ‘Yan Qing’ and respond correctly according to the plan Yan Qing had previously set up in ‘Automatic Evolution’.
    

    

    
      According to his settings, only when he personally appeared and said the secret phrase “An Wu, I’m here” would An Wu report the current progress of the plan—if even one condition was missing, the feedback program wouldn’t execute.
    

    

    
      If An Wu failed to recognize him, then Yan Qing would suffer a huge embarrassment in front of Black Wolf and the others.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the test result was very satisfying—identity recognition, voice recognition, and secret phrase recognition all worked, which meant that even without the game console, Yan Qing could trigger the ‘backdoor’ of his alternate character via the secret phrase and then control it through voice commands.
    

    

    
      Although Yan Qing didn’t care about what An Wu said, Medicine Master Wen certainly didn’t ignore it: “What were they complaining about?”
    

    

    
      Naturally, An Wu didn’t have a response program for Medicine Master Wen’s questions, so Yan Qing explained on his behalf: “An Wu rescued them, but they still complained he came too late. Maybe they were even upset that An Wu didn’t give them the Healing Pill sooner.”
    

    

    
      Healing Pill!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing spoke casually—after all, he truly didn’t care about Healing Pills. Who cared about the lowest-tier red potion in a game?
    

    

    
      But for those like Medicine Master Wen, who were in the know, a raging storm brewed in their hearts.
    

    

    
      It was important to know that the Healing Pill had a folk nickname: the Immortality Pill!
    

    

    
      Meaning that as long as one took this pill, no matter how severe the injuries, they could be saved—even if the heart was pierced, it could still forcefully sustain life!
    

    

    
      Even with the statuses of Medicine Master Wen, Ying Ru Shi, and Shang Xinlei, the number of Healing Pills they could obtain each month could be counted on one hand—and they even needed to apply for them.
    

    

    
      One of the reasons Medicine Master Wen had been able to establish the Embroidered Guard was because she could obtain a certain amount of Healing Pills from her father as startup resources.
    

    

    
      Such a precious pill, yet Yan Qing had used it to save strangers—it was simply… too extravagant!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen followed the trail of fire oil and blood on the ground, all the way to the giant iron door in the inner hall that led underground.
    

    

    
      Combined with the previous rumors of human trafficking at Anguo Temple, she had already deduced most of the truth.
    

    

    
      She glanced at Xue Yan’s group—she had even met a few of them before. They were all descendants of mid-to-upper-level officials and noble families in the court.
    

    

    
      However, Medicine Master Wen felt no sympathy for them.
    

    

    
      Although they were victims, from their appearances alone it was clear they were nothing but parasites born into noble clans.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen even felt that saving this group would only result in them eating more of Chang’an’s fine rice.
    

    

    
      “You… what are you doing?”
    

    

    
      “I’m the nephew of Grand Minister of Agriculture Su Ling—if you save me, the Su family will surely reward you handsomely!”
    

    

    
      Seeing Medicine Master Wen, whose vital energy was fierce and murderous intent chilling, walk toward them, many were so frightened they fell to the ground, either begging for mercy or making threats—but not a single one dared to resist or escape.
    

    

    
      Witnessing such an ugly scene, Medicine Master Wen felt even more disgusted.
    

    

    
      Just as she raised her spear, a tiny young girl mustered her courage, stepped forward, and shouted, “Not everyone was complaining! I’m really grateful he saved us!”
    

    

    
      Terrified by Medicine Master Wen’s murderous aura, Xue Yan finally came to his senses and quickly spoke up, “Yes—yes! To repay An Wu and An Liu for saving my life, I’m willing to do anything!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t care about these strangers, so he hadn’t intervened when Black Wolf wanted to act.
    

    

    
      But hearing Xue Yan’s words sparked a bit of interest in him: “You said you’re willing to do anything?”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan instantly understood what Yan Qing meant and turned to the others, saying, “I’m willing—aren’t you all willing too?”
    

    

    
      “Yes—we’re willing!”
    

    

    
      “I’ll pay any amount of money—my father is Wang Yuanhai!”
    

    

    
      “We can’t repay such a lifesaving grace—whatever you ask, we will fulfill it!”
    

    

    
      The others, understanding the situation, quickly voiced agreement under Xue Yan’s prompting.
    

    

    
      That terrifying man in the Black Wolf mask already had his spear raised—if they didn’t bow their heads now, they’d be dead!
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf, they might still be of some use—let them go,” Yan Qing said with a smile.
    

    

    
      What kind of tone was that? Are you treating me like your subordinate!?
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen really wanted to kill this entire group and slap Yellow Dog in the face, but since Yellow Dog said they had value, she chose reason over rage.
    

    

    
      She glared at Xue Yan and the others, then let out a cold snort and returned to Yan Qing’s group.
    

    

    
      “There are over ten jars of fire oil here. Later, An Wu and the others will splash fire oil over every exit of Anguo Temple. If you want to help, pick up the fire oil and follow them to help splash it around. But they’ll be blocking all exits to the temple, so if you plan to escape, you’ll have to return to the main gate and leave with us.”
    

    

    
      The nobles all agreed repeatedly, many of their thoughts wavering — reaching the exit meant they could leave directly, as for An Wu and the others guarding the doors — with a temple gate as large as Anguo Temple's, how could they possibly block it?
    

    

    
      Although Yan Qing didn’t know what they were thinking, asking them for help was just a spur-of-the-moment move; even if it was entirely useless, he wouldn’t mind, and if it worked, then saving them wouldn’t have been in vain.
    

    

    
      Passing by An Wu and the others, Yan Qing said, “As planned.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      An Wu lifted a can of fire oil with one hand and walked out of the inner hall without looking back.
    

    

    
      An Liu and the others followed closely behind.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, the nobles hurried after them, but at a cold snort from Medicine Master Wen, their hearts skipped a beat and they obediently helped Xue Yan carry the fire oil cans.
    

    

    
      Miss Yang San didn’t rush out.
    

    

    
      She saw Yan Qing draw his blade and slash off the lock on the treasury door inside Anguo Temple, and instinctively wanted to say something, but the next moment she was dragged away by Xue Yan.
    

    

    
      “Haven’t you heard? ‘Do not look at what is improper, do not listen to what is improper, do not speak of what is improper!’”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan shoved a fire oil can into her arms.
    

    

    
      “Just don’t concern yourself with a filthy place like Anguo Temple!”
    

    

    
      Miss Yang San said, “But the treasury holds the belongings of various families—”
    

    

    
      “Do you really think they’re good people?
    

    

    
      After we pour the fire oil, let’s get out fast.
    

    

    
      With a crime this huge, not even your father would dare touch it!”
    

    

    
      Carrying the fire oil can, Xue Yan ran outside and at first glance saw the corpses on the ground — their deaths gruesome, blood pooling everywhere — and the sight nearly made him vomit.
    

    

    
      If his stomach hadn’t been empty, he probably really would have.
    

    

    
      As he looked up, his expression changed instantly.
    

    

    
      “Not good!”
    

    

    
      He saw several monks gathered at the main gate, just about to open it and flee.
    

    

    
      These monks weren’t fools; seeing Yan Qing and his group of killers enter the inner hall and not come out for a while, they naturally sought an opportunity to escape this place of disaster.
    

    

    
      An Wu’s mission was to block the main gate and prevent anyone from leaving.
    

    

    
      He hurled the fire oil can toward the gate, then drew his blade and unleashed Moonring Slash!
    

    

    
      The armor-breaking, stone-splitting Moonring Slash landed on the monks, but had no effect at all.
    

    

    
      Clearly, the rule of bypassing the main city's protection only applied between “thieves” and “non-thieves,” and since An Wu and the monks were both “non-thieves,” they still abided by the city’s laws and could not harm each other.
    

    

    
      An Wu wasn’t surprised and charged toward the monks with large strides.
    

    

    
      At such a life-and-death moment, even a rabbit would bite, let alone the warrior monks raised by Anguo Temple?
    

    

    
      Seeing An Wu charge at them, they roared and tried to block him.
    

    

    
      But the next second, they screamed in terror and fled like they had seen a ghost!
    

    

    
      Because An Wu had caught fire.
    

    

    
      He had only one usable left arm left, now drenched in fire oil and transformed into a torch, illuminating this dim Anguo Temple with its shut windows and doors even in broad daylight.
    

    

    
      Any warrior monk splashed with fire oil would ignite instantly if even slightly brushed by An Wu’s flames, and even rolling on the ground couldn’t extinguish it.
    

    

    
      A small gap had opened in Anguo Temple’s main gate.
    

    

    
      An Wu walked over and stood in front of it.
    

    

    
      The ground beneath him was soaked in fire oil, and though his hands were crippled, not a single monk dared to approach!
    

    

    
      At the side and back doors of Anguo Temple, the same scene played out.
    

    

    
      An Liu, An Qi, An Ba, and An Jiu all had their hands soaked in fire oil, their bodies used as fuel to ignite ghostly flames, blocking every exit.
    

    

    
      Even the monks’ eloquence and flowery words couldn’t shake them the slightest.
    

    

    
      The monks couldn’t get out, and the nobles were naturally trapped too.
    

    

    
      Some monks, noticing they were the “goods” who escaped from the dungeon, tried to capture them, forcing them to fight back.
    

    

    
      As they fled, they splashed fire oil on the monks.
    

    

    
      Before long, fire oil covered everything in Anguo Temple, from the ground to the beams.
    

    

    
      Xue Yan and Miss Yang San poured a circle of fire oil around the gate, scaring the monks even further back, not daring to approach.
    

    

    
      Looking at An Wu blocking the entrance, Xue Yan swallowed hard and trembled as he said, “An, An Wu, could you move aside a bit so we can go out?”
    

    

    
      An Wu showed no expression.
    

    

    
      He didn’t respond or even look at them.
    

    

    
      “Alright then, we’ll wait for your boss to come out and leave together.”
    

    

    
      Miss Yang San suddenly said, “You can stop now, right?
    

    

    
      If you keep burning, even your left hand will be gone.
    

    

    
      Doesn’t it hurt?”
    

    

    
      An Wu, who had remained unmoved by everything before, suddenly looked at Miss Yang San, startling Xue Yan into pulling the girl behind him.
    

    

    
      But before Xue Yan could apologize, he saw a smile appear on An Wu’s face.
    

    

    
      “If someone still cares, then it’s not too bad.”
    

    

    
      He muttered to himself, then said to them, “It doesn’t hurt.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t feel a thing.”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan looked at the boy before him, who wasn’t much older than himself, whose face had been burned beyond recognition, whose hands had turned to charcoal, and suddenly felt a strong sense of déjà vu, as if he had seen someone like him before.
    

    

    
      But no matter how hard he thought, he couldn’t recall it.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a ray of sunlight pierced his eyes.
    

    

    
      Xue Yan looked up and saw that a small hole had been broken in the high wall of Anguo Temple at some point.
    

    

    
      Around the hole was a mural of a mighty and majestic Dragon-Subduing Arhat holding a vajra and a rope, surrounded by fiery clouds, embodying both compassion and majesty.
    

    

    
      The hole happened to be in the Arhat’s left eye, and sunlight passed through the gap, shining into the dark ancient temple that had stood for a century.
    

    

    
      As if the Dragon-Subduing Arhat were gazing upon the world.
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      Inside the inner hall treasury of Anguo Temple, Ying Ru Shi took a coil of snake‑patterned rope from her backpack.
    

    

    
      “Wow, it really is a Murong family rope,” Shang Xinlei said as she picked it up and wound it around the wheel outside the treasury with admiration.
    

    

    
      “It truly is a work of art,” she added.
    

    

    
      “It seems White Fox has quite the connections in Qi,” Medicine Master Wen said evenly while wrapping the rope.
    

    

    
      “The ropes Murong sells aren’t of this quality,” she remarked.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi smiled.
    

    

    
      “It’s not really connections. It’s just that rope like this is rare—there’s no way to get this quality elsewhere. But it’s not like it’s inexpensive; hardly anyone cares about rope quality that much. After all, their secret realm lies beneath a cliff… I only know one friend in the Murong family, so it was easy to get.”
    

    

    
      “Compared to that, Black Wolf, your connections are even wilder—somehow you acquired an Exceptional Token. Did you get the token crafting blueprint from some secret realm?”
    

    

    
      “It wasn’t crafting,” Medicine Master Wen said, raising her head with restrained pride.
    

    

    
      “It was ascension.”
    

    

    
      “Of course,” Ying Ru Shi said, with a hint of envy amid surprised tones.
    

    

    
      “We all know a bit about Exceptional Tokens, but none have powers matching your performance just now.”
    

    

    
      “You actually ascended a token… that’s incredible…”
    

    

    
      Under her mask, Medicine Master Wen’s face warmed and she relaxed.
    

    

    
      Her gaze softened toward Ying Ru Shi, and she even offered guidance.
    

    

    
      “Ascension isn’t that difficult. You just refine the token day and night—when you master it, ascension is possible.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt confused.
    

    

    
      He understood ‘token crafting’ and ‘token ascension’—two upgrade paths.
    

    

    
      But he had never heard of the ‘Exceptional Token’ Black Wolf and White Fox mentioned, and he didn’t know what it referred to.
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf, your Exceptional Token must have the effects of ‘Defense’ and ‘Counterattack,’ right?” Shang Xinlei asked confidently.
    

    

    
      “And the counterattack strength scales with how much damage you blocked—otherwise you wouldn’t need to wait for those bald monks to strike first before retaliating. From that angle, your Exceptional Token must be in armor… or clothing?”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi glanced at Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      She could see the same things, but she didn’t say them.
    

    

    
      She thought sharply: Red Snake’s insight was keen—she had thought the token might be that conspicuous steel glaive Black Wolf wielded.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen didn’t bother hiding.
    

    

    
      She tugged at her collar to reveal a dark‑brown inner armor with a faint blue glow at the edges, as if the armor were breathing.
    

    

    
      “The Second‑Tier Exceptional Token: Ming Wang Armor,” she said calmly.
    

    

    
      “In the future, when you need to break through defenses, you can rely on me.”
    

    

    
      This time, Medicine Master Wen finally saw amazement in Yan Qing’s eyes.
    

    

    
      Though she noted it lacked jealousy or resentment—hm, he probably thought he’d never catch up with her in this lifetime, so he didn’t even feel jealous anymore.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen thought so.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing wasn’t stunned by the Ming Wang Armor itself.
    

    

    
      He finally realized that the so‑called Exceptional Tokens the others spoke of—the tokens that astonished monks outside—were simply the rare grade tokens in the game!
    

    

    
      In The Messenger, tokens were not only the source of player skills but also the players’ gear, and naturally, they had tiers.
    

    

    
      From lowest to highest, they were Plain (white), Rare (blue), Precious (gold), Legendary (orange), and Dark‑Gold (Immortal).
    

    

    
      Plain and Rare were transitional items for players, so when Yan Qing heard them talk about Exceptional Tokens, he hadn’t reacted—like hearing someone praise an object as “as thin as a cicada’s wing, as white as snow,” who’d think it’s a roll of Vinda brand tissue used for wiping mouth or bottom.
    

    

    
      While spinning the snake‑patterned rope, Yan Qing asked, “What tier sits above Exceptional Tokens?”
    

    

    
      Everyone looked at him curiously.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei answered, “That would be Exotic Tokens.”
    

    

    
      “And above Exotic?” he pressed.
    

    

    
      “That would be Legendary Tokens—famous across the world and only held by outstanding figures,” she replied.
    

    

    
      “And above Legendary?”
    

    

    
      “Legendary is the highest tier,” Shang Xinlei said, surprised.
    

    

    
      “Could there really be a tier higher than Legendary tokens?”
    

    

    
      It seemed they didn’t know about Immortal Tokens… Yan Qing wasn’t surprised.
    

    

    
      Even Legendary Tokens only appeared after Fourth‑Tier ascension, so at their level, it was impossible they knew about Immortal Tokens.
    

    

    
      But just by the names, it was clear that high‑tier tokens in their world were far rarer than in the game—‘Rare’ became ‘Exceptional,’ ‘Precious’ became ‘Exotic,’ while ‘Legendary’ remained the same.
    

    

    
      Well, clever women are handicapped without rice—no wonder they valued rare tokens so much.
    

    

    
      That was his thought, and that was his look.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen sensed his gaze shifting from wonder to pity.
    

    

    
      She was no stranger to that kind of look—many benefactors outside Chang’an would walk by ragged street children and drop some food bits for them to scramble over.
    

    

    
      They looked down with pity, seeing the world full of suffering.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen had never imagined she would be the target of that look.
    

    

    
      She didn’t even get angry—just wondered why Yan Qing looked at her that way.
    

    

    
      Before she could ask, Shang Xinlei posed a question that caught her full attention.
    

    

    
      “The task reward was supposed to turn the Bingzi Pepper Forest into a token, right?
    

    

    
      For the Thieves’ House reward, it should at least be an Exceptional Token, right?”
    

    

    
      “It could also be an Exotic Token,” Ying Ru Shi said enthusiastically.
    

    

    
      “But it definitely couldn’t be an ordinary one.”
    

    

    
      “It’s a Legendary Token,” Yan Qing said.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Medicine Master Wen finally realized she should be angry, and immediately retorted, “How do you know it’s a Legendary Token? Do you know how rare those are? And the quest reward is a First-Stage Token—how could there be a First-Stage Legendary Token?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t argue with her and simply kept twisting the snake-patterned rope with force.
    

    

    
      As they twisted the rope, it tightened more and more, and the gold cabinet door wrapped in the rope began to creak and crack.
    

    

    
      The golden door that even a Messenger couldn’t shake was actually starting to collapse under the pressure of a single rope!
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      With a few loud explosions, the doors of the gold cabinet—entwined with the snake-patterned rope—burst from the cabinet and collided in midair!
    

    

    
      The gold cabinet door, which would take a martial monk an entire hour to open, only lasted a few moments in their hands—and they hadn’t used a single token, just one rope!
    

    

    
      “Even though it was part of the plan, seeing it for real is still shocking,” Ying Ru Shi murmured.
    

    

    
      “How can tying so many knots cause the rope to release such power?”
    

    

    
      “It’s simple—just the principle of movable pulley amplification,” Yan Qing said, pulling out a large sack.
    

    

    
      “Grab what we need and go.”
    

    

    
      Opening the gold cabinet door with rope relied on using knots as movable pulleys to multiply force.
    

    

    
      The more knots they tied, the more it worked like an extremely long lever to pry open the cabinet.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had learned this trick from tales of infamous thieves robbing banks—it was a proven method among professionals.
    

    

    
      He had just reconstructed the steps using his knowledge of physics.
    

    

    
      All four gold cabinets were opened, and of course, Yan Qing and the others weren’t going to leave with just the Bingzi Pepper Forest.
    

    

    
      Even Medicine Master Wen didn’t object—she had brought the largest sack.
    

    

    
      But the task was urgent and the cabinets were stuffed with treasure, so they had to move as fast as possible to fill their sacks and get out.
    

    

    
      Though the cabinets were big and held many items, most of them were worthless to Yan Qing’s group: business and land deeds were useless to them, they didn’t need gems, gold, or jewelry, and antiques and paintings held no meaning for them either.
    

    

    
      So the most valuable items in the treasury were Spirit Jades, Healing Pills, and various rare materials dropped from secret realms!
    

    

    
      As for tokens, there wasn’t a single one.
    

    

    
      After all, tokens were essentially weapons, meant to be converted into combat power.
    

    

    
      Even if a token couldn’t be used right away, people would still keep it at home as a backup.
    

    

    
      Who would ever lock away weapons in a gold cabinet to earn interest?
    

    

    
      Still, even stealing a sack of Spirit Jades was worth it.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing estimated the sack could hold two to three thousand Spirit Jades.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he wasn’t a game character, and without a game console, he couldn’t access personal or public storage.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, he could’ve emptied all four gold cabinets.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the sound of clashing metal echoed from behind.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing turned to see Black Wolf and White Fox fighting.
    

    

    
      Black Wolf thrust her spear, White Fox drew his sword—neither backing down, blocking each other in front of one of the gold cabinets.
    

    

    
      Inside that cabinet was a weapon stand, and on it rested a three-foot-long blade.
    

    

    
      Its hilt was inlaid with jewels forming a pattern, and its scabbard was engraved with birds and beasts in elaborate carvings—graceful and imposing, luxuriously crafted.
    

    

    
      Even with other jewels and precious metals in the cabinet, they paled in comparison to this blade.
    

    

    
      This was the objective of their mission.
    

    

    
      Bingzi Pepper Forest!
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      It really wasn’t surprising at all.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      When he saw that the task reward was only a Bingzi Pepper Grove, he already knew this would happen—but he couldn’t even blame anyone, because all the settings of the Thieves’ House were designed by him.
    

    

    
      Fighting over task rewards, scheming and backstabbing among teammates: that was always part of the fun in the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      When he designed this instance, he drew on elements from table games like Werewolf, striving to ensure that even in a low-level dungeon, players could experience tense and thrilling gameplay.
    

    

    
      But running into teammates who start scheming before finishing the task in real life—that was just too intense.
    

    

    
      “Wow, the standardized rare token of Qi—the Brave General Sword.
    

    

    
      They say it can only be reforged five times a year.
    

    

    
      Every Qi noble warrior takes pride in wielding the Brave General Sword.
    

    

    
      I didn’t expect White Fox, you actually have such a precious token!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei remarked sharply from the side.
    

    

    
      “Although an ascended rare token is generally stronger than a reforged one, in the past General Wu of Qi wielded the Brave General Sword to dominate all under Heaven; Black Wolf, your Bright King Armor leans toward defense—”
    

    

    
      Hearing Shang Xinlei’s words, Ying Ru Shi thought: I’m doomed.
    

    

    
      Black Wolf clearly came from Zhou military merit lineage; he absolutely couldn’t stand hearing the fame of Qi’s Brave General Sword!
    

    

    
      Red Snake almost said the exact words guaranteed to anger Black Wolf every time!
    

    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang!
    

    

    
      As expected, after hearing Shang Xinlei’s words, Medicine Master Wen’s offensive grew more intense, forcing Ying Ru Shi to respond.
    

    

    
      But the more Ying Ru Shi fought back, the stronger the pale-gold radiance around Medicine Master Wen became.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi knew once that pale-gold glow accumulated to a certain point, Medicine Master Wen would unleash a terrifying counterattack.
    

    

    
      So she had only two choices—surrender, or now smash through the Bright King Armor with even stronger attack!
    

    

    
      She had to choose the latter!
    

    

    
      Since entering the Thieves’ House, Ying Ru Shi had always played the smooth role of peacemaker.
    

    

    
      But even mud retains some fire—especially for her, a Qi imperial relative county lord!
    

    

    
      Her relatives had no qualms about killing and torturing in the streets.
    

    

    
      She didn’t act earlier only because she understood propriety and shame—not because she couldn’t!
    

    

    
      The Brave General Sword shimmered with a faint cyan light.
    

    

    
      So sharp it felt as if even the wind would be slashed.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen saw the spiritual glow of the Brave General Sword and her eyes lit up, her qi and blood surging.
    

    

    
      Her desire to obtain the Thieves’ House token wasn’t just to restore Zhou’s former glory, but also to fight strong opponents from all corners of the world!
    

    

    
      “Let’s see whether my Bright King Armor stands firm as a mountain, or your Brave General Sword cleaves the heavens!”
    

    

    
      “Enough.”
    

    

    
      A white-steel straight blade inserted itself between them.
    

    

    
      In the eyes of both Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi, a flash of precision passed—they both tensed and struck with all their might, the Brave General Sword and the tempered steel spear launched together!
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      With an explosive clash, the three weapons interlocked.
    

    

    
      Yet the expressions on Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi turned grave.
    

    

    
      They could sense spiritual energy rippling from their own weapons, evidence that they had both activated their token powers and infused them into their arms.
    

    

    
      But that white-steel straight blade standing between them—had no spiritual energy ripple at all!
    

    

    
      No token-aided weapon essence means it was no different from an ordinary object!
    

    

    
      They had unleashed their full-power strikes—enough to dent a gold chest’s door.
    

    

    
      Yet that white-steel straight blade, which took the brunt of both attacks, didn’t even have a notch.
    

    

    
      How was this possible?!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing hadn’t even activated a token, yet handled it with ease, like separating two quarrelling animals.
    

    

    
      How exactly did he do it?
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi couldn’t understand, couldn’t accept it—because the result proved only one thing—
    

    

    
      The gap between Yellow Dog and them was so huge they couldn’t even recognize his method!
    

    

    
      Third stage? Fourth stage?
    

    

    
      “Are you done making a scene?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing swept them coldly and tightened his hold on the blade, lifting it to sweep aside their weapons.
    

    

    
      He exerted little force, but Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi, intimidated by his presence, didn’t dare resist and obediently sheathed their arms.
    

    

    
      “And you, Red Snake!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing raised his blade and pointed at Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      “If you can’t speak properly, then don’t open your mouth.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei immediately clutched her throat.
    

    

    
      Her mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out—
    

    

    
      It was as if Yan Qing’s command had silenced her vocal function.
    

    

    
      Her face turned pale with fear, as though she suddenly found herself mute, imploring Yan Qing pathetically for forgiveness.
    

    
      Little drama queen.
    

    

    
      The same evaluation surfaced in the minds of Yan Qing and the other two.
    

    

    
      Under the gaze of Ying Ru Shi and Medicine Master Wen, Yan Qing reached out and took the Bingzi Pepper Grove from the gold chest.
    

    

    
      "I'll hold on to this blade," he paused, "until the mission is complete."
    

    

    
      The two, already subdued by his presence, accepted this arrangement since he wasn’t keeping it for himself but merely holding it temporarily.
    

    

    
      Seeing that everyone had quieted down and stopped causing trouble, Yan Qing felt relieved.
    

    

    
      Originally, he didn’t dare intervene in the conflict between Black Wolf and White Fox—both were clearly over second-stage Messengers, and if they fought for real, he’d be no match.
    

    

    
      But when he saw their weapons clash, Yan Qing suddenly remembered something—they could hurt each other, but in the game system, they were still considered teammates.
    

    

    
      The Thieves’ House was ultimately a cooperative PVE instance, not PVP.
    

    

    
      Though teammates could attack or even kill each other, death wouldn’t drop any gear or lose experience—it would just count as a mission failure.
    

    

    
      Of course, in reality, there was no such thing as a “free death.”
    

    

    
      Dead meant truly dead.
    

    

    
      As everyone knows, game programs always call upon existing code whenever possible.
    

    

    
      Planners don’t just add a new codebase whenever they come up with a feature—games get bigger over time, and piling on new code would just create a mess.
    

    

    
      Planners followed the same logic.
    

    

    
      Those who sprang “brilliant” ideas on a whim and demanded programmers write new systems on the spot would eventually get dragged outside and beaten by the devs.
    

    

    
      A competent planner, when designing a new event, should draw from existing mechanics and have programmers rework old features into new gameplay.
    

    

    
      To get his plan approved, Yan Qing made sure that every new mechanic in the Thieves’ House had a prototype in the game.
    

    

    
      For example, the mechanic of teammates being able to attack and backstab each other in the Thieves’ House was based on the commonly seen “duel mode.”
    

    

    
      In duel mode, teammates could fight each other freely without consequences, and death incurred no penalties.
    

    

    
      Weapons and armor wouldn’t lose durability, and tokens couldn’t be destroyed by “break damage” (damage exceeding the durability threshold).
    

    

    
      In short, teammates in the Thieves’ House could harm each other, but they couldn’t destroy each other's tokens.
    

    

    
      If things went as he predicted, then even if Yan Qing lacked strength, he could still intervene in the battle between Black Wolf and White Fox!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing admitted there was an element of risk, but he had bet correctly.
    

    

    
      All Medicine Master Wen and the others saw was Yan Qing using a white iron straight blade to block their attacks.
    

    

    
      Even if they suspected it was due to “divine rules,” they wouldn’t be able to figure out the truth right away.
    

    

    
      Until they uncovered it, they could only overestimate Yan Qing’s strength.
    

    

    
      When leaving the treasury, both Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi instinctively stepped back, while Yan Qing took the lead without hesitation.
    

    

    
      He carried a large hemp sack in his right hand and held the Bingzi Pepper Grove in his left, leading everyone out of the inner sanctum.
    

    

    
      Many people were waiting outside in the main hall.
    

    

    
      They formed three layers around the exit—the outermost were monks, the middle layer nobles, and blocking the door at the very center was An Wu.
    

    

    
      At this moment, An Wu’s left arm was nearly burned to ash, revealing scorched black bones, and the entire left side of his body was severely burned—no longer resembling a person.
    

    

    
      When they saw Yan Qing’s group coming out, the monks recoiled in fear, backing away.
    

    

    
      Even among them were martial monks and second-stage Messengers like Chengming level—but none dared approach Yan Qing’s group.
    

    

    
      There were gaps even among Messengers.
    

    

    
      The truly powerful ones rarely stayed in the main city unless they were constantly diving into secret realms.
    

    

    
      Monks stationed at a place like Anguo Temple, with no real security threats—what spirit could they possibly have, even if they were second-stage?
    

    

    
      “Shall we kill them?” Medicine Master Wen suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      The monks instantly panicked, scrambling and crawling deeper into the temple.
    

    

    
      “We’re thieves, not serial killers,” Yan Qing said calmly. “But if you want to kill me, I don’t mind.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen thought it over but refrained—monks could flee too fast.
    

    

    
      Killing them one by one was too inefficient.
    

    

    
      She’d just wait until she got home and clean them up in the name of the Embroidered Guard’s Chief.
    

    

    
      Though nobles like Xue Yan saw them loaded with bags, they all turned blind and mute, not daring to say a word.
    

    

    
      Under everyone’s gaze, Yan Qing walked up to An Wu, who looked like a ghost, and patted him on the shoulder.
    

    

    
      “Thirty.”
    

    

    
      An Wu nodded and stopped blocking the door.
    

    

    
      He began counting down: “Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight…”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing turned to the nobles and monks and said, “If you don’t want to die, leave Anguo Temple before he finishes the countdown.”
    

    

    
      As he passed An Wu, Yan Qing paused for a moment and said softly—
    

    

    
      “Good work.”
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      After speaking, Yan Qing walked out of Anguo Temple without looking back, took off the Yellow Dog mask, and walked openly on Vermillion Bird Avenue.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen followed closely behind.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi glanced at An Wu thoughtfully, then walked out.
    

    

    
      It was Shang Xinlei who waved at An Wu, carrying a large bag and hopping after them.
    

    

    
      Once they left, the nobles naturally swarmed to open the gates and rushed out.
    

    

    
      They fled from this most famous temple in Chang’an like refugees, running into the sunlight, looking at the bustling streets and the boundless sky.
    

    

    
      No one knew who started crying first, but soon the sobbing spread.
    

    

    
      These once arrogant and domineering aristocratic youths knelt on the ground and wailed in grief.
    

    

    
      The monks who escaped with them looked terrified, each like cockroaches and bugs exposed to the sun, disappearing into alleys and lanes.
    

    

    
      After stepping outside, Xue Yan saw that An Wu was still counting down and asked, “An Wu, are you going to leave after you finish counting?”
    

    

    
      An Wu ignored him and continued counting, “Nine, eight, seven...”
    

    

    
      “You saved us. I want to invite you to my home. Don’t worry, even if your injuries can’t be healed, I’ll support you for life!” Xue Yan said. “Besides, maybe it can be healed. I’ve heard some Messengers can revive the dead and grow back flesh and bones...”
    

    

    
      “Five, four, three, two, one.”
    

    

    
      When An Wu finished the final number, Xue Yan suddenly felt a wave of panic for no reason.
    

    

    
      He grabbed An Wu’s shoulder, “You finished counting. You can leave now. Let’s go!”
    

    

    
      But no matter how hard Xue Yan pulled, An Wu’s body didn’t budge an inch.
    

    

    
      An Wu also didn’t respond to him, only looked down at the candle at his feet.
    

    

    
      The candle he had carefully protected and kept from going out.
    

    

    
      “You’re still not leaving? Are you a greenhorn who wants to die?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Xue Yan was suddenly dragged away.
    

    

    
      He turned his head and found it was Miss Yang Third, and panicked, “Let go of me! I want to carry him away—he—An Wu and An Liu saved us—”
    

    

    
      “So don’t follow them into martyrdom!” Miss Yang Third scolded, “Can’t you tell, greenhorn? They never intended to leave alive from the start!”
    

    

    
      “But still… how can it be so reckless...” Xue Yan was at a loss, and as he spoke, snot and tears burst out together. “Don’t they care about their own lives!?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know either...” Miss Yang Third’s eyes were also red. “But don’t you find it strange? They don’t sleep, don’t eat, and aren’t afraid of pain… He also said he just wants the world to run according to his will...”
    

    

    
      “If this world really has gods, then perhaps... that’s what a god would look like?”
    

    

    
      Those who had escaped but hadn’t gone far all turned to look back at the figure inside the gate of Anguo Temple.
    

    

    
      They saw An Wu sitting cross-legged, facing all the heavenly gods and Buddhas, with his back to the mortal world.
    

    

    
      The red candle toppled over, igniting the fire oil on him, turning him into a torch brighter than the sun.
    

    

    
      At the same time, An Liu, An Qi, An Ba, and An Jiu also sat down, using the candle to ignite the fire oil on themselves.
    

    

    
      Then the fire oil on the ground was ignited by the flames from their bodies.
    

    

    
      In just a moment, the entire Anguo Temple was engulfed in roaring flames, thick black smoke rising, as if the inferno was burning away all sins.
    

    

    
      Inside a noodle shop less than a hundred meters from Anguo Temple, Yan Qing contentedly finished the broth from his wonton noodles.
    

    

    
      He raised his hand to call the attendant, then pulled out a Spirit Jade. “Is this enough to pay?”
    

    

    
      “Enough, more than enough!” The attendant swallowed nervously, not daring to reach out. “This, sir, your Spirit Jade could buy a hundred bowls. We don’t have enough change.”
    

    

    
      “No need for change,” Yan Qing said. “If someone asks later whether you’ve seen us, just say—”
    

    

    
      “Understood. There were too many people today, I can’t remember clearly!”
    

    

    
      “No, just tell them,” Yan Qing stood up with Bingzi Pepper Forest and the sack, “we came from the Thieves’ House.”
    

    

    
      Thieves’ House?
    

    

    
      The attendant froze, then nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      He paid so much, just go along with him.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t showing off—he simply didn’t want to involve others in what he did.
    

    

    
      He didn’t like others causing him trouble, and liked even less to trouble others.
    

    

    
      That was his rule of the game.
    

    

    
      “It’s on fire!”
    

    

    
      “Anguo Temple is burning!”
    

    

    
      Screams rang out around the noodle shop, and the attendant looked up to see Anguo Temple indeed ablaze.
    

    

    
      He suddenly recalled that the group of guests just now seemed to have come from Anguo Temple after retrieving something.
    

    

    
      Moreover, each of them carried a large sack—rather than saying they retrieved something, it was more like...
    

    

    
      However, the attendant scanned Vermillion Bird Avenue and could not spot any trace of those guests.
    

    

    
      Strange.
    

    

    
      Those four guests were quite eye-catching—how did they vanish the moment he turned around?
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      While the Messengers of Chang’an were rushing to Anguo Temple to extinguish the fire and investigate, Yan Qing and the others had already returned to their seats at the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      Just like when they first arrived, they couldn’t leave their seats and could only wait for the Thieves’ House to finish its process.
    

    

    
      The sand table on the stone table had disappeared, replaced by a weapon floating in midair—it was—
    

    

    
      Bingzi Pepper Forest!
    

    

    
      Orange-red streams of light flowed and danced around it like little fish, and radiant beams of light surged into its body as if the Creator was reforging this long-dormant weapon.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen and the others all widened their eyes at the transformation of Bingzi Pepper Forest—this was their first time witnessing how a token was created!
    

    

    
      When the flowing light faded and the brilliance fully retracted, Bingzi Pepper Forest slowly stood upright in the air.
    

    

    
      Zheng!
    

    

    
      Bingzi Pepper Forest suddenly unsheathed itself.
    

    

    
      The dazzling blade flash made everyone shut their eyes, as if a supreme being had blessed it, completing the final transformation of a legend!
    

    

    
      When the brilliance faded and everyone opened their eyes, they saw Buddhist scripture inscriptions on the blade glowing with orange, flame-like light.
    

    

    
      On the left was engraved: “All conditioned phenomena are like dreams, illusions, bubbles, and shadows.”
    

    

    
      On the right was engraved: “Like dew and lightning, they should be regarded as such.”
    

    

    
      At the same time, the Thieves’ House displayed the information of Bingzi Pepper Forest in the floating screen above, allowing the four to read the weapon’s detailed attributes:
    

    

    
      “Bingzi Pepper Forest”
    

    

    
      “Grade: First-Stage Legend”
    

    

    
      “Durability: 100/100”
    

    

    
      “Base Attack: 15~25 points”
    

    

    
      “Equip Requirement: 10 Vital Energy and Blood, 10 Spirit”
    

    

    
      “Equip Requirement: Basic Blade Technique MAX”
    

    

    
      “Weight: 2 jin 3 liang (approx. 1.15 kg)”
    

    

    
      “Length: 3 chi 2 cun (approx. 104 cm)”
    

    

    
      “Effect · Enfeoff: You can share Bingzi Pepper Forest’s powers with your allies.
    

    

    
      The enfeoffed weapon gains +50 damage for 10 attacks (normal or token attacks).
    

    

    
      If the enfeoffed weapon is a blade and not a token, it will visually transform into Bingzi Pepper Forest and the enfeoff effect is doubled.
    

    

    
      Enfeoffing weapons continuously consumes 100 Spirit.”
    

    

    
      “Effect · Pillar of State: The strength of your allies is your strength.
    

    

    
      For every ally within 50 meters equipped with an enfeoffed weapon, Bingzi Pepper Forest gains enhancement.
    

    

    
      Base attack increases by 30 points per ally, stacking up to 8 times.
    

    

    
      You may spend 20 Spirit to activate Pillar of State, refreshing the enfeoff effect for weapons within 50 meters previously enfeoffed.
    

    

    
      Cooldown: 60 minutes.”
    

    

    
      “Effect · Overturn the Heavens: Even alone, you can shake the earth and sky!
    

    

    
      You must spend all current Spirit to activate Overturn the Heavens.
    

    

    
      Upon activation, all enfeoffed weapons within 50 meters are instantly destroyed.
    

    

    
      Your injuries are instantly healed, and you unleash a shockwave that knocks back nearby enemies and flying projectiles.
    

    

    
      Your attacks unleash a Heaven-Overturning Blade Flash ranging from 3 to 30 meters.
    

    

    
      Damage scales from 10% to 70% of base damage depending on the distance.
    

    

    
      You can adjust the blade flash’s length.
    

    

    
      Overturn the Heavens lasts 10 seconds.
    

    

    
      For each enfeoffed weapon destroyed, your base attack increases by 50 points, and the duration extends by 3 seconds.
    

    

    
      Until Overturn the Heavens ends, you are in an ‘Unshakable’ state—movement, stun, and interrupt effects are ineffective against you.”
    

    

    
      “Evaluation: Thunder and rain alike are blessings from the sovereign!”
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      Legendary Token!
    

    

    
      It was a true Legendary Token!
    

    

    
      The kind of Legendary Token that one could only catch wind of through hearsay in storybooks and obscure historical rumors had now appeared before their eyes!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen, Ying Ru Shi, and even Shang Xinlei all subconsciously wanted to stand up—if not for the Thieves’ House forcing their buttocks to remain glued to the chairs, they would have certainly caused a scene by now.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that they wanted to claim it for themselves, but rather they just wanted to get closer to admire this Legendary weapon!
    

    

    
      For them, who had grown up listening to all kinds of historical tales and could recite Tokens like household names, not to mention touching a Legendary Token—just seeing it, just smelling it, was enough to fill them with joy and add years to their lives!
    

    

    
      “So powerful a power…” Medicine Master Wen’s voice was trembling. “As expected of the Founding Emperor of Zhou’s personal sword… it really is a Legendary Token…”
    

    

    
      “So this is what a Legend looks like?” Ying Ru Shi murmured. “Even though it’s just a First-Stage Token, it’s far stronger than any Third-Stage Token I’ve ever seen.”
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf, now you know you were wrong!” Shang Xinlei suddenly said. “Yellow Dog clearly said earlier that the reward would be a Legendary Token, and you didn’t believe him!”
    

    

    
      It sounded as though Shang Xinlei was standing up for Yan Qing, but Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi instantly realized—right, Yan Qing was very certain earlier that the reward would be a Legendary Token. How did he know that?
    

    

    
      But in fact, Yan Qing was more surprised than they were.
    

    

    
      “You all know the Thieves’ House so well, yet you didn’t know it can transform stolen items into Legendary Tokens?” Yan Qing asked. “Has no one ever completed a mission before?”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen and the others exchanged puzzled looks.
    

    

    
      “I only knew that the Thieves’ House allows travel across the world.”
    

    

    
      “Same here. Everyone speculated that mastering the Thieves’ House equates to being able to descend anywhere in the world, even outside the Central Plains…”
    

    

    
      “I’ve never heard of the Thieves’ House actually succeeding in stealing anything…”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was also shocked. According to them, the Thieves’ House had appeared many times—so much so that many people knew all sorts of details about it. Yet in all those attempts, no one had ever completed a mission?
    

    

    
      But upon second thought, he realized that might just be the truth.
    

    

    
      After all, judging by how they were practically drooling over the Legendary Token, if even one past mission had succeeded, the fact that “the Thieves’ House can transform items into Legendary Tokens” wouldn’t have remained a secret.
    

    

    
      Messengers wouldn’t view the Thieves’ House as merely a “Functional Secret Realm for teleportation to any location”—instead, they would call it a “Resource Secret Realm for stable Legendary Token production.”
    

    

    
      As for why Yan Qing knew that Bingzi Pepper Forest would transform into a Legendary Token…
    

    

    
      Isn’t it obvious? He was the one who designed this instance!
    

    

    
      That was also why he set the instance’s level range between 10 to 39—after reaching Level 40 and Foundation Establishment, players could easily obtain Legendary Tokens, so an instance that produced them wouldn’t be as appealing.
    

    

    
      But for low-level players between Level 10 to 39, it was extremely difficult to obtain Legendary Tokens through conventional means—except through Yan Qing’s newly designed instance!
    

    

    
      And to increase its appeal, Yan Qing had recommended that the power entries for these low-level Legendary Tokens be drawn from the T0 tier pool, instead of the T2 or T1 pools.
    

    

    
      The Legendary tier pool had three levels: from low to high, they were T2, T1, and T0.
    

    

    
      The vast majority of Legendary Tokens had one T2, one T1, and one T0 power entry.
    

    

    
      Graduation-tier Legendary Tokens had two T1s and one T0.
    

    

    
      As for one T1 and two T0s, that kind of Legendary Token didn’t exist—it would be too difficult to balance.
    

    

    
      But the Legendary Tokens produced by the Thieves’ House were only First to Third Stage Tokens. No matter how powerful they were, they would become obsolete after players reached the Fourth Stage.
    

    

    
      Given that, why not give the Thieves’ House Tokens three T0 entries?
    

    

    
      After all, the First to Third Stages were just transitional phases for players.
    

    

    
      Even the most powerful Legendary Token with three T0 entries would just be a toy in the end.
    

    

    
      To Yan Qing’s relief, he discovered that his suggestion had been accepted.
    

    

    
      Each individual effect of Bingzi Pepper Forest could stand alone as the primary entry of an ordinary Legendary Token.
    

    

    
      “Enfeoff” greatly enhanced allies’ combat strength.
    

    

    
      “Pillar of the Nation” greatly enhanced one’s own combat strength.
    

    

    
      And “Heaven’s Veil” was outrageous—even within the T0 entry pool, it was top-tier: increasing attack power, attack range, and granting an unshakable super-armor state.
    

    

    
      Although it only lasted for one battle, it was enough to completely reverse the tide of war.
    

    

    
      And the troubling scene he had envisioned also appeared.
    

    

    
      Black Wolf, White Fox, and Red Snake could hardly conceal the greed on their faces.
    

    

    
      Everyone stared longingly at Bingzi Pepper Forest.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had no doubt that if any of them managed to touch it, they would immediately run back to their room, “log off,” return to reality, and never return to the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      Commonly known as looting and logging out.
    

    

    
      As the saying goes: Once the Brotherhood’s Sword is drawn, there is no longer any Brotherhood.
    

    

    
      This was exactly why Yan Qing had suggested making the mission rewards so outrageous—only by being outrageous enough could it incite player infighting.
    

    

    
      The core gameplay of this instance was to make players scheme, backstab, and turn red-eyed with envy.
    

    

    
      On the surface, it was PVE, but in reality, it was PVP.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing truly felt that this design was genius.
    

    

    
      If only he didn’t have to participate in the instance himself.
    

    

    
      “I learned some things about the Thieves’ House from other secret realms.” Yan Qing brushed them off casually.
    

    

    
      “Yellow Dog,” Medicine Master Wen suddenly said, “in this mission, your contribution was undoubtedly the greatest.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing sighed inwardly upon hearing this.
    

    

    
      For someone like Black Wolf, arguing was the norm—if she was suddenly thanking you, it could only mean trouble.
    

    

    
      “But if you plan to fight me for Bingzi Pepper Forest, I won’t hold back.” Medicine Master Wen swept her gaze across the group. “Same goes for the rest of you.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi smiled and said nothing, silently gripping the hilt of her Brave General Sword.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei looked as though she had been frightened by Medicine Master Wen, trembling all over, but even while shaking, she pulled out her flying ring weapon—looking both cowardly and ruthless.
    

    

    
      “Put your weapons away,” Yan Qing said calmly. “You won’t need them.”
    

    

    
      As if in response to Yan Qing’s words, the light screen of the Thieves’ House displayed new text:
    

    

    
      “Bingzi Pepper Forest Theft Case”
    

    

    
      “Mission Difficulty: Very Easy”
    

    

    
      “Mission Completion Rating: Worthy Effort (Ratings from low to high: Trivial, Inadequate, Worthy Effort, Exceptional, Monumental Achievement)”
    

    

    
      “Mission Completion Reward: 30 Thieves Points”
    

    

    
      “Thieves Points can accumulate and are only spendable within the Thieves’ House. They are non-transferable, and once you lose access to the Thieves’ House, your points will be reset.”
    

    

    
      At the same time, a number appeared in front of everyone, showing “30,” indicating their current Thieves Points total.
    

    

    
      Then the light screen changed again—but this time, it was different for everyone. Yan Qing could only see his own:
    

    

    
      “Yellow Dog’s Mission Settlement List”
    

    

    
      “Uncovering the underground prison at Anguo Temple: 5 points”
    

    

    
      “Saving the innocent: 5 points”
    

    

    
      “Burning Anguo Temple: 10 points”
    

    

    
      “Milestone Completion Progress: Suspects 1/10, Demolition Team 1/1”
    

    

    
      “You have earned an additional 20 Thieves Points”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s Thieves Points immediately surged to 50.
    

    

    
      He glanced at the others—Red Snake had 30 points, showing she had earned no bonus, unsurprising since she hadn’t done much besides stir up trouble during the mission.
    

    

    
      White Fox had 33 points, likely due to providing the snakeskin rope.
    

    

    
      Black Wolf had 40 points, clearly for directly killing four warrior monks—the only combat in the mission.
    

    

    
      Everyone looked at their own and each other's Thieves Points, then at the Bingzi Pepper Forest on the stone table in the center, vaguely sensing something.
    

    

    
      Click.
    

    

    
      The glowing “disc” in the Thieves’ House ceiling suddenly opened, dropping three items: a ring, a manual, and a pill.
    

    

    
      “Based on the thieves’ mission performance, the Thieves’ House has selected three items from the treasury as bonus rewards.”
    

    

    
      “Storage Ring”
    

    

    
      “Grade: First-Stage, Common”
    

    

    
      “Effect: Grants you a quick-access slot, allowing you to retrieve items from the Storage Ring at any time.”
    

    

    
      “Evaluation: Better than nothing.”
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      “Random Advanced Skill Entry Manual”
    

    

    
      “Usage Requirement: Must have mastered at least one basic skill”
    

    

    
      “Effect: Instantly comprehend an advanced version of a basic skill”
    

    

    
      “Evaluation: The master can bring you to the door; whether you learn is up to you. Without a master, you’ll never figure it out in your lifetime.”
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      “Comprehension Pill”
    

    

    
      “Quantity: One”
    

    

    
      “Effect: Increases Comprehension by 30 points for seven days.”
    

    

    
      “Evaluation: You’ll regret it after taking it.”
    

    

    
      These three items each had their uses.
    

    

    
      Though the Storage Ring was the lowest in grade, even in the game, storage tokens that provided quick-access slots were rare items.
    

    

    
      And unlike players with system storage, people in this world didn’t have such convenient means—thus, a Storage Ring capable of holding essential items was invaluable.
    

    

    
      The Advanced Skill Entry Manual referred not to common techniques like Thunderclap Blade Technique, but to truly valuable advanced techniques like “Advanced Blade Technique” or “Advanced Footwork.”
    

    

    
      Many high-level Tokens would require advanced skills to use, so missing such a manual would be a major loss.
    

    

    
      The Comprehension Pill was the most straightforward—30 points of Comprehension meant a 30% experience bonus, lasting for seven days.
    

    

    
      If someone was dedicated enough to grind, this pill’s value could even surpass the other two items.
    

    

    
      But no matter how good these three were, they couldn’t compare to the Legendary Token—Bingzi Pepper Forest!
    

    

    
      “All the rewards for this mission are as follows: Bingzi Pepper Forest, Storage Ring, Random Advanced Skill Entry Manual, Comprehension Pill”
    

    

    
      “Now begins the auction phase. You may use Thieves Points to bid on items. Minimum bid is 5 points, with at least 5-point increments. Thieves who win an item will have priority in the next round of bidding.”
    

    

    
      “The first item is Bingzi Pepper Forest. Thieves, please place your bids.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi’s eyes flashed after reading the rules and she immediately shouted, “Black Wolf—”
    

    

    
      But before Black Wolf could speak, Yan Qing took the lead and said:
    

    

    
      “I bid 36 points!”
    

    

    
      “Yellow Dog bids 36 points for Bingzi Pepper Forest”
    

    

    
      “No one present has more than 41 Thieves Points. Bingzi Pepper Forest goes to Yellow Dog.”
    

    

    
      As the other three glared with eyes almost spewing fire, Bingzi Pepper Forest floated slowly toward Yan Qing and was caught in his outstretched hand!
    

    

    
      Bingzi Pepper Forest—acquired!
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      In online games, loot distribution generally follows either the “roll for need” model or the DKP system.
    

    

    
      “Roll for need” means anyone who wants a drop rolls a dice, and the highest roll wins. There are various derived rules based on this model.
    

    

    
      The DKP system awards loot based on contribution points. A commander or the system converts each player’s efforts into quantifiable points, and players bid using those points to compete for loot.
    

    

    
      The Thieves’ House used the DKP mode.
    

    

    
      Seeing Yan Qing effortlessly claim the Bingzi Pepper Forest thanks to his thief points, everyone noticed a loophole in this distribution system.
    

    

    
      All it took was killing a teammate who had amassed many thief points, or someone about to earn a large amount—then you could grab the legendary token!
    

    

    
      This showed that when Yan Qing designed this dungeon, he’d harbored a malicious intention: a seemingly fair distribution system that enabled players to backstab each other. Even those without such thoughts had to guard against betrayal by allies.
    

    

    
      To ensure players held onto some thief points, Yan Qing also manipulated the bidding rules.
    

    

    
      The auction started at 5 thief points, with a minimum bid increment of 5 points—an obvious flaw.
    

    

    
      In a fair auction, Yan Qing would have to outbid all of Medicine Master Wen’s points to win the Bingzi Pepper Forest. But with 5-point increments, he only needed to bid 36. Anyone else wanting it would have to jump to 41—and Wen only had 40, so she couldn’t.
    

    

    
      That meant Yan Qing had foreseen that if Wen bid 40 first, he’d need only 45 to outbid her.
    

    

    
      The gap between 36 and 45 was 9 points.
    

    

    
      Considering a single mission yielded only 30 points, saving 9 thief points gave Yan Qing a huge advantage in the next mission.
    

    

    
      However, this flawed auction rule undeniably created tension among teammates. Whether you secured an item for fewer points or forced someone else to overspend, it planted seeds of discord.
    

    

    
      Finally, Yan Qing added “the current highest bidder has priority in the next round,” clearly encouraging malicious bidding and forcing non-bidders to endure first-round hikes.
    

    

    
      Rules allowed backstabbing teammates. Benefits demanded it. Emotionally, one practically longed to betray. Yan Qing thought himself a genius—this dungeon design was brilliant!
    

    

    
      It would have been even better if he hadn’t been glared at by Medicine Master Wen, Ying Rushi, and Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      Actually, Yan Qing didn’t value the Bingzi Pepper Forest that much. For him, as the designer, those legendary tokens were just transitional toys. He knew the true game began after the fourth transformation of Foundation Cultivation.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing absolutely couldn’t let it go. Dropping it would be like admitting weakness: “I’m weak, I’m timid, please trample me.” The strong should take the best loot!
    

    

    
      “Second item: Storage Ring. Thieves, place your bids.”
    

    

    
      The hall suddenly went silent as everyone watched.
    

    

    
      “I bid 26 points.” Ying Rushi was first to speak.
    

    

    
      A bid of 26 thief points meant Shang Xinlei couldn’t join the bidding. And if Wen wanted to contest, she’d need to bid 31—and she couldn’t reach 36 either.
    

    

    
      But Wen didn’t say anything.
    

    

    
      “26 once, 26 twice, 26 thrice.”
    

    

    
      “White Fox wins the Storage Ring.”
    

    

    
      The ring floated to Ying Rushi. She tested it by stowing away the Brave General Sword and pulling it out again. Shang Xinlei looked envious: “Ah—if I’d known, I would have bid 29. I still don’t have a Storage Ring.”
    

    

    
      Everyone’s mind stirred. She didn’t have one… so if Shang Xinlei really wanted it, she had a chance?
    

    

    
      “Third item: Tome of a Random Beginner Progression Skill. Thieves, place your bids.”
    

    

    
      The Thieves’ House announced it, and Wen spoke up immediately: “I bid 14 points.”
    

    

    
      Ying Rushi remained silent, forfeiting her priority. Wen’s bid stood.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought this was a brilliant bid.
    

    

    
      If Shang Xinlei didn’t follow, Wen would secure the tome with 14 points, leaving her with 26. That still gave her a chance to snag the Comprehension Pill next round. Shang Xinlei only had 30 points; someone could bid 26 to disqualify her.
    

    

    
      If Shang Xinlei raised to 19, she’d only have 11 left for the next round—too little. Then Yan Qing, with 14 points remaining, would be the one to outbid her.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei studied for a moment and sighed. “Alright, I bid 19 points.”
    

    

    
      “19 once, 19 twice, 19 thrice.”
    

    

    
      “Red Snake wins the Tome of a Random Beginner Progression Skill.”
    

    

    
      “Fourth item: Comprehension Pill. Thieves, place your bids.”
    

    

    
      “I bid 10 points!”
    

    

    
      The speaker was none other than Shang Xinlei. She sweetly smiled at Medicine Master Wen. “Sister, I’m helping you this time. You better remember my kindness!”
    

    

    
      Why did Shang Xinlei claim to help Wen while bidding herself?
    

    

    
      Because her bid happened to block Yan Qing, who had only 14 points remaining, from raising the bid.
    

    

    
      But the issue was, if neither she nor Yan Qing made the first move, Medicine Master Wen could have taken the Comprehension Pill with just 10 points. Shang Xinlei’s so-called help was only valid if Yan Qing had been rushing to outbid.
    

    

    
      So Medicine Master Wen said nothing in response and simply raised the bid to 15 points.
    

    

    
      With all items distributed, the current thief points among everyone were:
    

    

    
      Yan Qing 14 points, Ying Rushi 7 points, Shang Xinlei 11 points, Medicine Master Wen 25 points.
    

    

    
      With a nearly overwhelming advantage, Medicine Master Wen stood above the rest. As long as the next mission went normally, she had a high probability of winning the legendary token. But that was to be expected, since she essentially gave up on this round of loot sharing, only taking the Comprehension Pill, which no one else wanted.
    

    

    
      However, would the thieves—now familiar with the rules—really just sit back and let Medicine Master Wen snatch a legendary token?
    

    

    
      Winning loot should have been a happy event, yet the hall remained unnaturally somber, without the slightest trace of celebration. The thieves’ eyes flickered, clearly scheming something foul.
    

    

    
      Just as everyone grew restless, the Thieves’ House narrator continued:
    

    

    
      “Due to insufficient mission completion, you are unable to conceal your crimes. Your deeds will become widely known. The Divine Marquis’s Mansion has taken notice and issued a thirty-day bounty on you.”
    

    

    
      “The next mission will be released at noon ten days from now. You will be forcibly teleported to the Thieves’ House. Please take note.”
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, a grand voice echoed in everyone’s ears:
    

    

    
      “Divine Marquis’s Mansion Announcement: Four no-name thieves have recently arrived at the Thieves’ House. They successfully stole the legendary token ‘Bingzi Pepper Forest’ from Anguo Temple in Chang’an. A bounty is hereby issued.”
    

    

    
      The announcement repeated three times. When it finally ended, Yan Qing realized they were allowed to leave their seats.
    

    

    
      But no one moved first.
    

    

    
      After a brief silence, Shang Xinlei asked, puzzled:
    

    

    
      “Why was that announcement repeated three times? And who exactly are the Divine Marquis’s people? Can they really catch us?”
    

    

    
      That was hard to say, Yan Qing thought.
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      Chang’an City, Anguo Temple.
    

    

    
      The worship of Buddhism was extremely fervent in Great Zhou, and Anguo Temple, having received the Empress Dowager’s favor many times, was revered as a Bodhisattva’s site.
    

    

    
      News of the temple fire spread through Chang’an like a gale.
    

    

    
      Not only did many in the city rush to help extinguish the flames, even faithful believers from outside the walls hurried over to assist.
    

    

    
      Even elders unable to help knelt far off, praying for heavenly protection.
    

    

    
      For such a major event within the city, Duke of Jin—Grand Minister—naturally came to inspect.
    

    

    
      Thus, those most panicked on the scene were the Wu Hou Guard.
    

    

    
      They were adept at catching petty thieves, but since fire was rare in the city, they had long neglected firefighting training.
    

    

    
      Now, facing a blaze at Anguo Temple, they were flustered.
    

    

    
      The head of the guard directed men to carry water to douse the flames while discreetly watching the Duke of Jin’s expression.
    

    

    
      He thought, This time I’ll probably be demoted to a gatekeeper in some outlying district. Why does misfortune always find me—especially now, in my term of duty… sigh…
    

    

    
      “Duke of Jin.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Mo Ke, entranced by the burning temple, snapped to attention when he heard a voice and turned to see an elderly man in a wheelchair approaching.
    

    

    
      The old man wore a hat; the wrinkles and scars on his face crisscrossed.
    

    

    
      His beard was neatly groomed.
    

    

    
      Even seated in his wheelchair, his broad shoulders filled out his splendid robes with the bearing of a warrior.
    

    

    
      Although someone followed behind, no one pushed the wheelchair—he clearly controlled its movement himself.
    

    

    
      “Old Chancellor Yang,” Mo Ke hurried forward and bowed, steadying the wheelchair in proper deferential etiquette, “Thank you for troubling yourself to come…”
    

    

    
      “I’ve been at home too long. It’s good to come out and feel the sun,” the old Chancellor Yang said with a chuckle.
    

    

    
      “Please forgive my inability to bow.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, your words humble me! If not for you saving me from chaos when all armies clashed, Mo Ke wouldn’t have stood here today,” Mo Ke exclaimed.
    

    

    
      “Next time, just send a message—I didn’t need you to trouble yourself to attend in person.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, I didn’t want to draw attention to myself in a wheelchair,” Chancellor Yang sighed.
    

    

    
      “But I heard that the granddaughter who had been missing for days was found at last. As a grandfather anxious with love, I hurried right here.”
    

    

    
      He sighed again: “She escaped through the underground chambers of Anguo Temple, starving for days… my poor little granddaughter…”
    

    

    
      Mo Ke turned his gaze to the group behind Chancellor Yang, where a little girl, surrounded by several women attending to her, stood.
    

    

    
      Although she’d received basic cleansing, the haggard face and frail features spoke volumes of what she had endured these past days—only the impoverished suffered such things: imprisonment and hunger.
    

    

    
      At that moment, another voice rang out from nearby: “Move aside!”
    

    

    
      With the clang of armor, a tall young general strode forward.
    

    

    
      Even the Ghostly Warriors made way for him.
    

    

    
      He reached Mo Ke, dropped to one knee, and said: “Your servant greets the Duke of Jin!”
    

    

    
      “Long Chen!” Mo Ke helped the young general to his feet.
    

    

    
      He spotted the youth across the way drinking hot soup.
    

    

    
      “Is he your relative…?”
    

    

    
      “He is my nephew,” the young general bowed, clasping his fists.
    

    

    
      “He’s always been unruly. It’s no wonder he was deceived. But how could Anguo Temple dare to hoard petroleum within Chang’an? Their intent is plain—they must be exterminated, all those in the know, as a warning!”
    

    

    
      Even the monks knew the value of petroleum.
    

    

    
      The Great Zhou court surely could not be ignorant.
    

    

    
      Under the law, petroleum was strictly forbidden within city limits.
    

    

    
      Once discovered, the sentence was death without exception.
    

    

    
      The danger of fire was only one concern; more critically, anyone doused in petroleum could become a walking inferno, unstoppable and able to harm others.
    

    

    
      If Anguo Temple had not hidden petroleum, human trafficking of women and children—even if those victims were reincarnated into lucky lives—was a minor crime in comparison.
    

    

    
      In a world with divine messengers powerful enough to resurrect endlessly, secret realms with monsters, even secure zones like the capital city, faith was at an unprecedented high.
    

    

    
      Everyone believed—or required—a supreme presence to explain the incomprehensible and immutable.
    

    

    
      Not only commoners, but among the messengers themselves, eight or nine out of ten who pursued the Buddhist path were devotees.
    

    

    
      In such a devout religious atmosphere, even if Anguo Temple committed serious sins, people would simply expel or defrock corrupt monks to preserve Buddhism’s purity…
    

    

    
      But hiding petroleum was different.
    

    

    
      Even a Tier‑3 Messenger might be incinerated by a person self-immolating in petroleum.
    

    

    
      Most defensive tokens consumed spirit power by count or by time—those warrior-monks in Anguo Temple who were burned resisting the blaze wore Arhat robes that held flames for seconds until their spirit gave out and they were engulfed.
    

    

    
      Tier‑3 Messengers could hold on longer, but the fire toxins would eventually weaken them too.
    

    

    
      “I have already dispatched men to inspect Zhengde Temple and Dajue Zen Monastery in Chang’an County,” Mo Ke said, his face dark.
    

    

    
      “The escaped Anguo Temple monks will soon be captured.**
    

    

    
      “To dare hide petroleum is a crime worthy of ten thousand deaths!”
    

    

    
      He swept his gaze around and loudly proclaimed:
    

    

    
      “Anguo Temple has committed atrocities for years, abducting countless innocent women and children.
    

    

    
      "I will expose everything, find every missing person’s kin, and give everyone justice!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Duke of Jin!”
    

    

    
      “Now that the Duke of Jin governs this matter, Heaven is clear again!”
    

    

    
      “Duke of Jin, you must find my wretched child!”
    

    

    
      Those around Mo Ke were no ordinary folk—they were prominent named figures in Chang’an, noble scions or wealthy merchants and landlords.
    

    

    
      Each had relatives missing in the city—and now that Anguo Temple was exposed as the likely culprit, their hopeless hearts ignited with hope of locating their loved ones.
    

    

    
      Of course, many, like Chancellor Yang and the young general who found their missing kin, were here both to express gratitude and to lay groundwork for dividing Anguo Temple’s assets.
    

    

    
      Anguo Temple had sustained the messengers and possessed a secret realm.
    

    

    
      Now that this giant was collapsing, the victims deserved compensation.
    

    

    
      The young general stepped from the crowd.
    

    

    
      Xue Yan, sipping a hot bowl of pork ribs soup nearby, immediately greeted him: “Third Uncle—”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, Anguo Temple is done for this time.”
    

    

    
      Third Uncle Xue Huaiyi reached out and ruffled Xue Yan’s hair.
    

    

    
      “Everything they owe you will be paid in full.
    

    

    
      You’re about the right age—it’s time to change your class to Messenger.
    

    

    
      Use Anguo Temple’s resources to build your foundation.”
    

    

    
      “Hehe, Third Uncle would never let me suffer a loss.”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan clearly admired his uncle, though compared to the monks of Anguo Temple, he was more concerned with another matter.
    

    

    
      “Did they find An Wu and An Liu?”
    

    

    
      Xue Huaiyi shook his head.
    

    

    
      “The fire is too intense—extinguishing it is impossible right now, let alone searching inside.
    

    

    
      And based on what you said… it’s absolutely impossible they survived.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so…”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan’s expression didn’t change much, but his tone turned gloomy.
    

    

    
      “Go home and practice your spear technique properly.”
    

    

    
      Xue Huaiyi said, “Stop relying on manuals all the time.
    

    

    
      If you were a Messenger, those bald monks wouldn’t dare harm you.
    

    

    
      Even in Chang’an, you need strength to protect yourself.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan nodded, then asked, “So… did they find that group?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      Xue Huaiyi shook his head.
    

    

    
      “We only confirmed that they ate noodles at the shop across from Anguo Temple.
    

    

    
      Then they disappeared.
    

    

    
      No sightings were recorded at the city gates.
    

    

    
      Although it’s possible they’re still inside the city, if their message was true, then… they’ve already left Chang’an and returned to the Thieves’ House.”
    

    

    
      “What is the Thieves’ House?”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan knew of secret realms, but clearly hadn’t heard of something as obscure as the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      “We’ll talk about it when we get home.”
    

    

    
      Xue Huaiyi didn’t want to explain too much here.
    

    

    
      “Then did they steal something really valuable?”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan asked curiously.
    

    

    
      “I saw their leader carrying a big sack and holding a new blade—it must’ve come from the treasury!
    

    

    
      They all treated it very seriously—was it a powerful token?”
    

    

    
      “Truly valuable things wouldn’t be stored at Anguo Temple.
    

    

    
      What’s kept there is just trivial junk.”
    

    

    
      Xue Huaiyi said, “As for that blade…
    

    

    
      It is valuable, yes, but it’s not a token.”
    

    

    
      “Hey, Greenhorn!”
    

    

    
      Hearing the shout from behind, Xue Yan turned his head and saw that brat Miss Yang calling to him.
    

    

    
      He replied grumpily, “Don’t call me Greenhorn! I’ve had it with you.
    

    

    
      Don’t you have any manners?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know your name, so I can only call you based on my impression.”
    

    

    
      Miss Yang pouted.
    

    

    
      “All I know is you’re a brainless Greenhorn.”
    

    

    
      “My name is Xue Yan!”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan said irritably.
    

    

    
      “And you talk like you’re some genius.”
    

    

    
      “If I hadn’t pulled you away, you’d have been roasted like a pig.
    

    

    
      Clearly, I’ve got a bit more brains than you.”
    

    

    
      Miss Yang proudly declared, “I’m Yang Qianqian.
    

    

    
      Come play with me sometime!”
    

    

    
      She was soon pulled away by her aunts, and faint scolding could be heard like “A proper lady doesn’t speak so loudly.”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan turned back to find Third Uncle looking at him with a smirk that wasn’t quite a smile.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Xue Yan’s cheeks turned red.
    

    

    
      He snapped, “What?”
    

    

    
      “Nothing.”
    

    

    
      Xue Huaiyi looked toward the old man in the wheelchair in the distance.
    

    

    
      “The granddaughter of former Palace Attendant Chancellor Yang…”
    

    

    
      Among the victims were the Xue family, the Yang family, the Li family, the Su family…
    

    

    
      All major Central Plains clans from the court.
    

    

    
      Not a single victim came from the northern border’s martial nobility…
    

    

    
      Xue Huaiyi exchanged glances with Chancellor Yang in the distance—they both saw frustration in each other’s eyes.
    

    

    
      “Third Uncle,”
    

    

    
      Xue Yan hurried to change the subject.
    

    

    
      “So even though Anguo Temple’s treasury was robbed, they didn’t really lose anything valuable?
    

    

    
      But they saved us and burned Anguo Temple—why did they do all that?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know either.”
    

    

    
      Xue Huaiyi suppressed his irritation and speculated, “Maybe they got something from the secret realm…”
    

    

    
      Just then, a vast voice echoed over the skies of Chang’an.
    

    

    
      It rang clearly in everyone’s ears:
    

    

    
      “Announcement from the Divine Marquis Estate: Recently, four unknown thieves arrived from the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      They successfully stole the legendary token ‘Bingzi Pepper Forest’ from Anguo Temple in Chang’an.
    

    

    
      This is a wanted notice.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Announcement from the Divine Marquis Estate: Recently, four unknown thieves arrived from the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      They successfully stole the legendary token ‘Bingzi Pepper Forest’ from Anguo Temple in Chang’an.
    

    

    
      This is a wanted notice.”
    

    

    
      In Jiangnan City, some hadn’t yet processed the first announcement, but when the second echoed, nearly everyone dropped to their knees.
    

    

    
      “It’s a divine oracle!”
    

    

    
      “The gods are speaking!”
    

    

    
      “So immortals really do exist!”
    

    

    
      “Blessed by the immortals, blessed by the immortals!”
    

    

    
      In a merchant’s home, Shang Qiao listened dazedly to the three announcements.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he grabbed the nearest servant.
    

    

    
      “You, go call someone to notify Father—no, wait.”
    

    

    
      He immediately rejected his own idea.
    

    

    
      “Tell the chief instructor to seal the estate gates.
    

    

    
      No one is allowed in or out.
    

    

    
      Everyone is to stay within their courtyards.
    

    

    
      Act as though it’s a curfew.
    

    

    
      Whoever disobeys will be punished by family law!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Outside Buye Tian City.
    

    

    
      “Do not kneel!”
    

    

    
      “Get up, stand up!”
    

    

    
      “Why are you kneeling to those freaks from the Divine Marquis Estate? Get up!”
    

    

    
      Ying Le held a horsewhip, lashing everyone on the road who dared kneel as she drove her war chariot into the city.
    

    

    
      But if anyone actually stood up, she still lashed them anyway, cursing angrily, “How dare you not kneel before your emperor—such insolence!”
    

    

    
      She whipped and killed her way down the road, lashing commoners and officials alike.
    

    

    
      Faced with the nearly deranged emperor, no one even had the courage to run.
    

    

    
      They could only pray that the whip might hear their silent pleas.
    

    

    
      As the war chariot approached the city gate, everyone finally sighed in relief—some even collapsed, too weak to stand.
    

    

    
      But then, the war chariot suddenly halted.
    

    

    
      The guard kneeling beside it felt his scalp go numb and his mind go blank.
    

    

    
      Despair gripped his heart tightly.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know whether he should be kneeling or standing.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even know whether he was still outside Buye Tian or already inside...
    

    

    
      Though in most cases, being inside or outside only changed the way His Majesty killed.
    

    

    
      Tap.
    

    

    
      A pair of pale, beautiful bare feet appeared in his vision.
    

    

    
      The arches were elegantly curved, each toe like a pearl, the nails trimmed perfectly, immaculate.
    

    

    
      When these jade feet stepped onto the filthy mud at the city gate, the contrast evoked a strange sense of desecrated holiness.
    

    

    
      But those feet walked right up to the guard, nearly touching his nose.
    

    

    
      Whatever thoughts spun through the guard’s head, no one knew—
    

    

    
      But he took a deep breath.
    

    

    
      “Does it smell good?”
    

    

    
      A curious voice sounded above his head.
    

    

    
      “No... no smell.”
    

    

    
      Knowing he was doomed, the guard replied with a trembling voice, “This lowly one only smelled the earth.”
    

    

    
      Then Ying Le did something no one expected—
    

    

    
      She stood on one leg and lifted the other to sniff it.
    

    

    
      She didn’t care how indecent the pose was, or whether her skirt might reveal anything.
    

    

    
      “Good, you didn’t lie.”
    

    

    
      Ying Le picked the guard up and carried him to the city gate, pointing above.
    

    

    
      “Did you put this up?”
    

    

    
      The guard stared wide-eyed for a moment, then quickly shook his head.
    

    

    
      “No! Definitely not!
    

    

    
      Wanted posters are posted in our barracks—they’re never posted outside!”
    

    

    
      “Is that so…”
    

    

    
      Ying Le casually tossed the guard aside and narrowed her eyes at the four wanted posters on the city wall.
    

    

    
      “Divine Marquis Estate Wanted Poster…”
    

    

    
      She gnashed her teeth as she repeated the words, reaching up to rub her right chest.
    

    

    
      That old scar seemed to throb with pain again.
    

    

    
      “Divine Marquis Estate!”
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      “The Divine Marquis Estate must be where the gods reside!”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, as soon as Anguo Temple was burned down, the Divine Marquis Estate immediately knew who the culprit was—it's even more omniscient than the heavens!”
    

    

    
      “Shh, keep your voice down. If you speak so loudly, the Divine Marquis Estate might hear you.”
    

    

    
      “Where can we worship the Divine Marquis Estate? Temples only have Bodhisattvas. Could it be that only Taoist temples have them?”
    

    

    
      “I think we should still go to a temple. Look, once Anguo Temple was burned, the Divine Marquis Estate issued a bounty right away. That means the gods acknowledge the status of the Bodhisattvas and Buddhas… pfft pfft, the Bodhisattvas and Buddhas are gods! May Guanyin Bodhisattva forgive this disciple’s blasphemous words.”
    

    

    
      “Why not just directly worship the spirit tablet of the Divine Marquis Estate? Maybe it’ll show a miracle…”
    

    

    
      Inside the Duke of Jin’s estate, two maids were whispering to each other as they walked down the corridor, not noticing that the young lady, Medicine Master Wen, was staring at them with wide eyes.
    

    

    
      Shock was written all over her delicate and proud face.
    

    

    
      She had already changed into a wide-sleeved ruqun, with a shawl and high-piled hair bun, looking exactly like a refined young lady of a noble household who never stepped beyond the inner courtyard.
    

    

    
      Even if a monk from Anguo Temple came by, he would never recognize her.
    

    

    
      Before Medicine Master Wen could question the maids, the steward came to inform her that she could now enter the study of Changqiu Study.
    

    

    
      She could only temporarily suppress her curiosity and go report the situation to her father first.
    

    

    
      Inside Changqiu Study, Medicine Master Mo Ke sat upright in the hall, looking quite weary.
    

    

    
      When he saw his daughter enter, he only nodded slightly and silently pointed at the paper on the desk.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen picked it up and saw that it was a wanted poster.
    

    

    
      On the bounty poster was a person wearing a Black Wolf mask.
    

    

    
      Even though only the hair and eyes were visible, anyone could see the fierce and dominant aura of the depicted figure.
    

    

    
      “Suspect No. 2”
    

    

    
      “Description: Wears a black wolf-shaped mask, uses a collapsible refined steel spear.”
    

    

    
      “Crime: Involvement in the Anguo Temple robbery case.”
    

    

    
      “Threat Level: Near Third-Stage combat power.”
    

    

    
      “Reward for Execution: 30,000 Spirit Jade or Advanced Spearmanship Mastery Manual.”
    

    

    
      “Deadline: Within thirty days from the issuance of the bounty order.”
    

    

    
      “Once the bounty is completed, an envoy will guide the righteous person into the Divine Marquis Estate to collect the reward.”
    

    

    
      “There are four of these wanted posters, aren’t there?” Medicine Master Wen asked. “Where are they posted?”
    

    

    
      “At every city gate in Chang’an, and they cannot be torn down. The ones I have are copied by artists.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Mo Ke raised one finger. “Tonight, you must leave Chang’an. Yanta, Weiyang, or Lianhu—which do you want to go to?”
    

    

    
      The three places Mo Ke mentioned were all secret realms controlled by the royal family of Great Zhou, and the resources produced were all of Second-Stage level.
    

    

    
      Going there would not only help Wen avoid the heat, but also allow her to train in the secret realm.
    

    

    
      But Wen was a bit puzzled. “Is that really necessary? Could anyone really link that wanted poster to me?”
    

    

    
      Although Wen secretly oversaw the Embroidered Guard, wore the Ming Wang Armor, and was already a Second-Stage Messenger at a young age, on the surface she was just the pampered daughter of the Duke of Jin and rarely went out.
    

    

    
      Aside from her father’s trusted aides, hardly anyone outside knew her, let alone had seen her.
    

    

    
      Mainly because Wen believed most of the noble offspring in Chang’an were nothing but useless fools.
    

    

    
      Rather than forming ties with them, she preferred to promote loyal warriors from decent families.
    

    

    
      “They can.” Mo Ke said, “There are countless tokens in the world, many capable of tracking people. I know several myself.”
    

    

    
      “Now that the wanted poster is out, hermit clans, spies from noble families, and talented individuals within Chang’an will all come out to trace your whereabouts.”
    

    

    
      “Right now, only secret realms guarded by heavy troops can ensure your safety.”
    

    

    
      “Is it really that serious?” Wen glanced at the wanted poster. “But the reward for killing me is only thirty thousand Spirit Jade or a manual… that’s not worth much to the great clans.”
    

    

    
      “The bounty isn’t what matters,” said Mo Ke. “What matters is that completing it gives one a chance to enter the Divine Marquis Estate.”
    

    

    
      Wen was stunned. “The Divine Marquis Estate is the name of a secret realm?”
    

    

    
      “It is a very, very important secret realm.” Mo Ke paused. “If one can obtain a chance to enter the Divine Marquis Estate, almost all Third-Stage Messengers in the world would be willing to pay any price.”
    

    

    
      Wen’s expression finally changed.
    

    

    
      Wherever they were, Third-Stage Messengers were absolute figures of prominence—ceiling existences mere mortals could never reach.
    

    

    
      Fame, women, status, family—they could easily acquire them all.
    

    

    
      If something could make them give up everything to pursue it… there must only be one such thing.
    

    

    
      She did not continue questioning and prepared to pack her luggage.
    

    

    
      Before leaving, Wen recalled something and asked cautiously, “Did you just hear… the Divine Marquis Estate’s announcement?”
    

    

    
      “It rang three times in total.”
    

    

    
      Mo Ke tapped the table. “At first I thought it could only be heard near Chang’an, but the fact that you heard it while inside the Secret Realm · Thieves’ House means…”
    

    

    
      “The range of the announcement covers the entire world—even inside secret realms.” Wen murmured.
    

    

    
      No wonder the maids were so excited, even viewing the Divine Marquis Estate as gods.
    

    

    
      They were at least servants of a ducal household, more knowledgeable than ordinary officials, and yet were instantly captivated by the ‘miracle’ of the Divine Marquis Estate.
    

    

    
      Yes, a miracle.
    

    

    
      Though it only spoke three sentences and posted a wanted notice, the power the Divine Marquis Estate revealed far exceeded anything they had seen from any Messenger.
    

    

    
      Because the power of Messengers could only influence a small area, but the Divine Marquis Estate could directly speak to them.
    

    

    
      It was as if the Divine Marquis Estate was watching the entire world—watching each and every one of them.
    

    

    
      Wen could imagine it now.
    

    

    
      At this moment in Chang’an—no, across the whole world—countless ignorant men and women were praying to the Divine Marquis Estate.
    

    

    
      The clay statues at home never spoke, the bronze figures in temples never showed compassion.
    

    

    
      They had knelt a thousand times and bowed ten thousand times, worshipping day and night.
    

    

    
      Now that a real god had appeared, how could they not be fanatical?
    

    

    
      Looking at his silent daughter, Mo Ke suddenly felt that perhaps this was a good thing.
    

    

    
      Now that the situation had blown up, this highly opinionated and capable daughter should finally feel some fear, understand she couldn’t make decisions alone, realize when to ask her father for help.
    

    

    
      Then he could properly lecture her about how hard he worked, and maybe her wild heart would settle down.
    

    

    
      Future marriage arrangements might go more smoothly...
    

    

    
      But what Mo Ke saw instead was his daughter slowly clenching her fist, the corners of her mouth curving upward, her eyes sparkling with excitement.
    

    

    
      “To think it would be like this.” Wen took a deep breath, smiling unconsciously. “To think it could be like this!”
    

    

    
      “Either become a laughingstock for eternity, or become a legend known far and wide? How interesting.”
    

    

    
      She turned to Mo Ke, somewhat puzzled. “Since we both heard the announcement, Father, why didn’t you ask me whether I got the legendary token Bingzi Pepper Forest?”
    

    

    
      Seeing his daughter react this way, Mo Ke sighed inwardly and handed her another wanted poster.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      The moment she took it, Wen clenched it tightly, her eyes nearly shooting out flames.
    

    

    
      “Why is his bounty so much higher than mine?!”
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      Again she arrived at the palace to pay her respects and Ying Ru Shi unexpectedly found… the air was very fresh.
    

    

    
      The skylights and main doors were wide open, and soft sunlight streamed directly into the main hall, illuminating every corner via the building’s reflective structures.
    

    

    
      A shaft of wind dispersed the stifling heat. Upon entering the hall and looking upward, she saw the majestic, solemn dragon carvings.
    

    

    
      Although the supreme solemnity remained, her heart felt no压抑; instead, it was filled with reverence for imperial authority.
    

    

    
      When Ying Ru Shi clearly saw the figure on the throne, her mind blanked instantly and she nearly lost control.
    

    

    
      By the time she regained her senses, she was already kneeling before the Sumeru dais.
    

    

    
      Seated on the throne was, of course, Emperor Ying Le of the Qi state.
    

    

    
      At this moment, she was not disheveled, nor undressed; instead, she sat upright on the throne, clad in a full set of Silver Moon armor.
    

    

    
      The pauldrons were intricately carved with dragon patterns, the breastplate fitted her form perfectly, and the skirt armor overlapped like mountain ranges, covering her legs.
    

    

    
      Her hands were sheathed in steel gauntlets, bristling with fierce spikes.
    

    

    
      She wore a laurel imperial crown, with long black hair cascading like a waterfall; a few strands gently brushed her stern face, and her hands gripped the pommel of a black-steel greatsword planted point‑down into the ground.
    

    

    
      If the former Ying Le had been a volcano, a tsunami, a storm, an unrestrained force of destruction, then now Ying Le was like a deep-sea mountain, lofty, dignified, powerful, and majestic.
    

    

    
      Seeing such an emperor, Ying Ru Shi nearly wept for joy and tremulously said, “Ying Ru Shi, Lord of Lecheng Prefecture, pays respects to Your Majesty!”
    

    

    
      “Be seated.”
    

    

    
      A chair was immediately brought over, yet Ying Ru Shi did not stand. Instead, she presented the long blade in her hand and said, “I am incompetent and failed to acquire the Bingzi Pepper Forest; I could only obtain a pseudo‑sword with partial powers of the Bingzi Pepper Forest.”
    

    

    
      At the Thieves’ House, Ying Ru Shi had struck a deal with Yan Qing: 500 spirit jades in exchange for a partially‑sealing sword.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had readily agreed—sealing consumed 100 spirit power, costing 100 spirit jades, and the more sealed swords there were, the stronger the Pepper Forest became. He wished everyone would use sealed weapons.
    

    

    
      But the sealing process consumed considerable time, because even a second‑stage messenger’s maximum spirit power couldn’t exceed 100. Fortunately, the sealing was a continuous‑drain process, allowing Yan Qing to absorb spirit jades while sealing.
    

    

    
      This design—“continuously consuming spirit power beyond the level cap”—meant it could not be used in combat.
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Ying Le took the pseudo‑sword.
    

    

    
      “It indeed looks like a pseudo‑Zhou style warblade… So that’s it—the power of Bingzi Pepper Forest is to enhance the performance of other weapons?”
    

    

    
      “As Your Majesty suspects, the Pepper Forest has three powers: Seal, Pillar of State, and Overturn‑Heaven.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi briefly explained the effects of the Pepper Forest, then continued: “Within the Thieves’ House there are no looting opportunities. To obtain a legendary token, one must earn Thief points according to the rules. Only by having more points than others can one hope to win a legendary token at auction.”
    

    

    
      “Since I failed to obtain the Bingzi Pepper Forest, Your Majesty may punish me.”
    

    

    
      “That’s unnecessary.”
    

    

    
      Ying Le set aside the pseudo‑sword.
    

    

    
      “You are the most talented of our imperial clan. I will need to rely on you in future governance of the realm. No legendary token is more important than you. You may continue to pursue the Thieves’ House, but prioritize preserving yourself—do not force it.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi bowed and pressed her forehead to the ground, tears streaming down her face: “I will lay down my life to repay Your Majesty’s grace!”
    

    

    
      She removed the ring from her finger and offered it to Ying Le: “This is the Storage Ring I won at auction in the Thieves’ House, and I hereby present it to Your Majesty for disposal.”
    

    

    
      Ying Le examined the Storage Ring for a moment and nodded: “Very well, I accept it. You may return home and rest. By the way, you should be aware of the notice and reward posters, correct? Do not expose your identity. Many messengers covet your bounty— even the City of No Night may not guarantee your safety.”
    

    

    
      “I will!”
    

    

    
      Even after leaving the palace, Ying Ru Shi remained dazed, as if in a dream and found it hard to believe.
    

    

    
      She had never imagined that, after nine years—nine years of madness—the emperor could still regain clarity, could transform back into the Phoenix‑Ceremonial Son of Heaven who punished the world with her power!
    

    

    
      When Ying Ru Shi was young, Ying Le had not looked like this. Rather, she had been a commander who campaigned across every front, leading her Hundred‑Ward Riders to seize key secret realms on borderlands and had defeated pseudo‑Zhou Medicine Master Mo Ke and pseudo‑Liang Protector Shao Hu.
    

    

    
      With enormous prestige earned through conquests and territorial expansion, she returned to rule with vigor: implementing reforms, encouraging agriculture and education, codifying laws, and governing the Qi state in good order.
    

    

    
      Many commoners even built shrines in her honor, calling her the Phoenix‑Ceremonial Son of Heaven.
    

    

    
      That vibrancy and flourishing vitality were still vivid in memory.
    

    

    
      This was also why, despite years of her tyrannical misrule, no one dared oppose or overthrow her.
    

    

    
      Not only because of her strength, but because at a wave of her hand countless people benefited from her grace and still flocked to her banner!
    

    

    
      But since Ying Le established her Foundation, everything had changed.
    

    

    
      Power had become a curse, turning Ying Le into the opposite extreme: an alcoholic, a prodigal, brutal, and insane—like a monster wearing human skin.
    

    

    
      Yet now it was okay. She was back, everything had returned!
    

    

    
      Returning to her residence, Ying Ru Shi saw a palace escort waiting at the door.
    

    

    
      “Lord of the county, this is a gift from His Majesty for you.”
    

    

    
      A eunuch presented a precious box.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi opened the precious box and discovered that it contained a Storage Ring—with three compartments—far more valuable and rare than the one she had offered.
    

    

    
      She immediately knelt to the ground, tears welling up in her eyes.
    

    

    
      “Your subject, blessed by Your Majesty’s great kindness, shall spare no effort and die without regret!”
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the Qian Kun Hall of the imperial palace—
    

    

    
      The pseudo-sword in Ying Le’s hand changed shape, kneaded like mud into a lump.
    

    

    
      Ying Le stared at the lump of metal in her hand, drooling, yet seemingly unaware.
    

    

    
      She kept kneading it, then suddenly hurled it out.
    

    

    
      It smashed straight through the palace doors made of refined gold!
    

    

    
      She panted heavily, then took out a wanted poster from her robe.
    

    

    
      “Suspect No. 3”
    

    

    
      “Features: Wears a white fox mask, wields a longsword”
    

    

    
      “Crime: Involved in the Anguo Temple Heist”
    

    

    
      “Threat Level: Third-Stage Combat Power”
    

    

    
      “Bounty: 20,000 spirit jades or an advanced sword technique manual”
    

    

    
      “No rush, no rush, I must wait, must wait.”
    

    

    
      “I have to endure, endure! I must let her bounty grow big enough—so big it lures out the Divine Marquis Estate, lures that person out!”
    

    

    
      “The Divine Marquis Estate will definitely come out to hunt, and that person will appear too—definitely!”
    

    

    
      “One day, one day…”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In Jiangnan City, at the Shang Residence—
    

    

    
      “So now you understand your situation, don’t you?”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao’s voice held worry, but also a trace of schadenfreude.
    

    

    
      “Now the entire world has heard the Divine Marquis Estate’s proclamation. Do you know what that means?”
    

    

    
      “I do.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei nodded.
    

    

    
      “Third Brother, you’re jealous of me!”
    

    

    
      “Bullshit! What would I be jealous of?!”
    

    

    
      “You’re jealous that I can disguise myself to go to Chang’an and commit arson and murder.
    

    

    
      You’re jealous that my exploits are broadcast to all, that I get to experience thrilling, earth-shaking adventures—while you can only sit at home and get scolded by Father.”
    

    

    
      “That’s not true!”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao’s face flushed red.
    

    

    
      “Besides, Father doesn’t scold me anymore!”
    

    

    
      To say he wasn’t envious would be a lie.
    

    

    
      A global announcement—how many emperors, ministers, and famed scholars could perform world-shaking deeds and still not have their names known to all?
    

    

    
      Yet Shang Xinlei and her crew had merely made a trip to Chang’an and stolen something—
    

    

    
      And that alone triggered a global announcement that shocked all corners of the land!
    

    

    
      No one might ever match it again, but certainly no one in the past had ever done it.
    

    

    
      An unprecedented first!
    

    

    
      Although the global announcement hadn’t caused any real-world impact, for people at the time it was akin to a miracle.
    

    

    
      Even messengers who had seen secret realms couldn’t remain indifferent.
    

    

    
      Watching his little sister proudly munching melon seeds, Shang Qiao knew he had no control over her.
    

    

    
      With a sigh, he handed her a booklet.
    

    

    
      The book had no title and only a few pages.
    

    

    
      But after flipping through it briefly, Shang Xinlei’s expression subtly changed.
    

    

    
      It was a brochure introducing the secret realm “Divine Marquis Estate.”
    

    

    
      There wasn’t much content—just a mention of the demonic beings within, whose powers mostly exceeded third-stage.
    

    

    
      Also, the estate didn’t exist in any fixed location—one could only enter it using an item called the “Order of Reward and Punishment.”
    

    

    
      The final page mentioned that the Divine Marquis Estate's treasure chests could produce a unique spiritual elixir.
    

    

    
      The elixir was called Foundation Pill.
    

    

    
      “Only the Divine Marquis Estate produces Foundation Pills?” asked Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao shook his head.
    

    

    
      “Not only, but the other places that produce Foundation Pills are mostly fourth-stage secret realms.”
    

    

    
      The difference between third-stage and fourth-stage secret realms was vast.
    

    

    
      Third-stage realms could be raided by large groups of second- and first-stage messengers, regardless of casualties.
    

    

    
      But fourth-stage secret realms absolutely required teams of fourth-stage messengers to clear them.
    

    

    
      “So that means, for most third-stage messengers, the Divine Marquis Estate is their only chance at getting a Foundation Pill,” Shang Xinlei murmured.
    

    

    
      “Then the Order of Reward and Punishment—”
    

    

    
      “It’s said that it can appear in the treasure chests of any secret realm,” Shang Qiao replied.
    

    

    
      “Our family has controlled the Stillheart Cottage secret realm for decades and only saw one appear.
    

    

    
      It was immediately used as a key bargaining chip—
    

    

    
      And traded for our Shang family’s hereditary nobility in Great Liang.”
    

    

    
      “What did Father say?”
    

    

    
      “You’re to enter a secret realm immediately,” said Shang Qiao.
    

    

    
      “Even if someone can track you through a token, it won’t work since secret realms are isolated from the outside world.”
    

    

    
      “Then I could actually just stay in the Thieves’ House.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei tilted her head.
    

    

    
      “I’d just come back daily to bathe and eat.
    

    

    
      And I wouldn’t be bored—after all, Yellow Dog seems to stay there all the time…”
    

    

    
      “No way!”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao panicked.
    

    

    
      “How can a man and a woman live under the same roof!”
    

    

    
      “It’s not the same room—we each have our own bedrooms…”
    

    

    
      “Still not acceptable.
    

    

    
      You’d better go to Stillheart Cottage to lie low.”
    

    

    
      “I’ve been there too many times.
    

    

    
      It’s boring.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei spoke indifferently.
    

    

    
      “I want to go to Wandering Forestland.”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao paused, then pondered for a moment.
    

    

    
      “Wandering Forestland is indeed about to open…
    

    

    
      But it’s much more dangerous than Stillheart Cottage.
    

    

    
      Our family’s guards won’t be able to help.
    

    

    
      You really want to go?”
    

    

    
      “It’s not like I’ll stay there long.
    

    

    
      I just want to take a look—there’s no real danger.
    

    

    
      Besides…”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei glanced at the four wanted posters on the table.
    

    

    
      “I should start putting in some effort too.
    

    

    
      After the next mission, I don’t want to still be dead last.”
    

    

    
      “Suspect No. 4”
    

    

    
      “Features: Wears a red snake mask, weapon unknown”
    

    

    
      “Crime: Involved in the Anguo Temple Heist”
    

    

    
      “Threat Level: Unknown”
    

    

    
      “Bounty: 10,000 spirit jades or a Basic Footwork Mastery Manual”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Are you kidding me?
    

    

    
      Why is my bounty so much higher…”
    

    

    
      In the Thieves’ House, Yan Qing booted up the game console and logged into “Ye Si’s” account.
    

    

    
      He quickly found his own wanted poster.
    

    

    
      And he didn’t even need to go to the city gates.
    

    

    
      A message popped up in the lower left corner of the game’s chatbox—
    

    

    
      “(World Channel) Divine Marquis Estate Announcement:
    

    

    
      Four unknown thieves recently arrived at the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      They successfully stole the Legendary Token: Bingzi Pepper Forest from Anguo Temple in Chang’an.
    

    

    
      They are hereby wanted.”
    

    

    
      The word “wanted” was even a hyperlink.
    

    

    
      Clicking it brought him to the “Bulletin Board”—
    

    

    
      A section displaying current in-game events.
    

    

    
      But clearly, there were no events right now.
    

    

    
      Only four wanted posters were hanging there.
    

    

    
      “Suspect No. 1”
    

    

    
      “Features: Wears a yellow dog mask, uses a longsaber”
    

    

    
      “Crime: Involved in the Anguo Temple Heist”
    

    

    
      “Threat Level: Unknown”
    

    

    
      “Bounty: 100,000 spirit jades or the Legendary Token: Bingzi Pepper Forest”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked at it briefly, then set it aside.
    

    

    
      After all, he didn’t live out in the world.
    

    

    
      Even if the bounty increased ten-thousandfold, it wouldn’t affect him.
    

    

    
      He was more worried others might not handle the pressure and flee to the Thieves’ House to lie low.
    

    

    
      Then Yan Qing would be stuck living under the same roof with them.
    

    

    
      Living together…
    

    

    
      Wouldn’t it be normal if they invited him to eat together?
    

    

    
      To chat a bit?
    

    

    
      To visit each other’s rooms occasionally?
    

    

    
      Damn it, how’s this different from going to work?!
    

    

    
      Before transmigrating, he had to endure pointless socializing.
    

    

    
      Now after transmigrating, he still had to endure pointless socializing?
    

    

    
      Then what was the point of transmigrating?!
    

    

    
      Is there no quiet place in this whole vast world where a person can just play games?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing sighed inwardly and turned his attention back to the game.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he noticed a new unfamiliar status above “Ye Si’s” health bar.
    

    

    
      When he hovered over it, the name of the effect stunned him.
    

    

    
      “Milestone Title: Demolition Team”
    

    

    
      Oh yeah, I did complete that milestone…
    

    

    
      Wait, what?!
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      "One hundred thousand Spirit Jades—if I ever saw that bastard..."
    

    

    
      "Then you’d be dead. That’s a thief who dares to rob people in Chang’an. Do you even know what Chang’an is? It’s a divine-blessed city on par with Buye Tian!"
    

    

    
      "Only an idiot would ask for one hundred thousand Spirit Jades. If someone has a legendary token, who even needs Spirit Jades?"
    

    

    
      "And what’s so great about a thief anyway? Could he even beat us Hundred-Ward?"
    

    

    
      "Hah, a powerful Messenger can take on a thousand alone. Do you think you’re from the Loyal Battalion or something?"
    

    

    
      "I think Captain Ye will eventually be promoted to the Loyal Battalion! Captain Ye, do you think we could beat that bastard?"
    

    

    
      In the early morning, inside the mess hall of the Pingcheng Military Camp, the Northland soldiers who had just woken up gathered in small groups, holding their rice bowls and chatting.
    

    

    
      Their conversation never strayed far from the key phrases: ‘Divine Marquis Estate,’ ‘Wanted Poster,’ and ‘Legendary Token.’
    

    

    
      Although four or five days had passed, the proclamation from the Divine Marquis Estate remained the hottest and trendiest topic.
    

    

    
      As the chatter continued, a curious soldier glanced over at Ye Si, who was recently in the limelight—he had changed professions in three days and become a squad captain in five. Even with the support of Gai Louxian, Ye Si’s promotion speed was astonishing.
    

    

    
      However, everyone had genuine respect for him. He joined the secret realm squads daily and was always the first to charge in. Though silent and reserved, his strength was astounding.
    

    

    
      The only drawback was that he still didn’t possess a token, so he couldn’t lead teams into the secret realms. But there was a merit system within the Hundred-Ward—every time a Messenger entered a secret realm, they earned a minor merit.
    

    

    
      The easiest token to obtain, the Ghostly Mask, required only one hundred minor merits.
    

    

    
      For others, earning one hundred minor merits might take a year or two, but for someone like Ye Si, who entered secret realms as often as one might visit a brothel, everyone believed he could fulfill the requirement within three months.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Ye Si was slicing mutton with a small knife.
    

    

    
      Nowadays, he had to eat nearly an entire sheep per meal just to maintain his condition.
    

    

    
      And that was considered a small appetite—someone like Gai Louxian, a second-stage Messenger, could eat an entire cow per meal without exaggeration. Each meal would take half an hour.
    

    

    
      They did have a better alternative: eating Healing Pills, which instantly satisfied the day’s Vital Energy and Blood requirements and didn’t even require bowel movements.
    

    

    
      Yet even third-stage Messengers couldn’t bear to waste such sacred medicine as food.
    

    

    
      Aside from that, the flesh and blood of powerful beasts from secret realms were the next best thing to Healing Pills.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the Zhen Sanshan secret realm didn’t contain such beasts, and “Ye Si” wasn’t some nobleman who could access specially supplied meat.
    

    

    
      "First of all, that’s not some bastard. That’s a Messenger wearing the Yellow Dog Mask. Secondly, I don’t need you all—I can beat him alone."
    

    

    
      After a brief silence, the soldiers burst into laughter and jeers.
    

    

    
      "Well said!"
    

    

    
      "That’s our Captain Ye—destined for greatness!"
    

    

    
      "Destined? He’s already made it!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, an old general entered, and the noisy mess hall instantly fell silent.
    

    

    
      It was the Hundred-Ward Banner Leader, Gai Louxian. He glanced around and called Ye Si outside.
    

    

    
      When Ye Si returned, he was already wearing the item most coveted by all Hundred-Ward Knights—the Ghostly Mask.
    

    

    
      Everyone asked him about it and learned that although he hadn’t accumulated enough minor merits, Gai Louxian had vouched for him and helped him redeem the Ghostly Mask in advance.
    

    

    
      Of course, it came at a price.
    

    

    
      Starting today, Ye Si had to lead squads into secret realms.
    

    

    
      When encountering secret realm demon kings (BOSSes), he had to take the initiative to absorb damage and, over the next three months, lead at least sixty missions.
    

    

    
      For others, that might be a challenge. But for Ye Si, it was practically a reward.
    

    

    
      Word spread faster than the wind.
    

    

    
      By the time Ye Si finished breakfast, he had become the hottest figure in the military camp.
    

    

    
      Many captains came over to congratulate him and even invited him to have fun at the pleasure district next to the camp.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Ye Si declined them all and then began his journey into today’s secret realm.
    

    

    
      Unlike during the time with Wu Wanliu, many Hundred-Ward members now scrambled to enter secret realms, even fighting over spots.
    

    

    
      Those who managed to snatch a place looked relaxed, chatting and laughing as if on an outing.
    

    

    
      Ye Si, who led them, brought no weapons.
    

    

    
      Once inside the secret realm, he instructed the Hundred-Ward not to engage in combat, only to fire from the perimeter.
    

    

    
      Of course, none of them disobeyed.
    

    

    
      And just like that, the Hundred-Ward watched with wide eyes as Ye Si kicked every demon in the secret realm to death using only footwork.
    

    

    
      There was no risk at all—or rather, all the risk was borne by Ye Si.
    

    

    
      Precisely because of this, entering secret realms had transformed from a dreaded task into a prized opportunity.
    

    

    
      Aside from the Hundred-Ward who could easily earn reward money, even other squad and banner leaders were happy to see it happen.
    

    

    
      Few people were willing to fight secret realm demons head-on.
    

    

    
      As Messengers, they had plenty of other ways to make money and didn’t care about a bit of bonus pay.
    

    

    
      Now that a battle-crazed martial arts freak had appeared to shoulder these troublesome duties, it was the perfect outcome.
    

    

    
      "Didn’t expect Captain Ye’s legwork to be this good too."
    

    

    
      "You better not copy that. Specialization is the right path. If you dabble in everything here and there..."
    

    

    
      "Shouldn’t Captain Ye rest his body? Fighting in secret realms every day like that, won’t it wear him down?"
    

    

    
      "You guys don’t understand. Captain Ye is this talented and driven for a reason. I heard his whole family was killed, and the murderer was a third-stage Messenger. That’s why he’s training for revenge..."
    

    

    
      "What I heard was that Captain Ye was rejected in marriage. He made a three-year vow—not to marry until he became a third-stage Messenger?"
    

    

    
      Of course, Yan Qing had no idea about the camp’s gossip and chaos.
    

    

    
      He looked at the screen data, unable to suppress the smile at the corners of his mouth.
    

    

    
      "I finally trained it up!"
    

    

    
      "Ye Si"
    

    

    
      "Level: 18"
    

    

    
      "Vital Energy and Blood: 31"
    

    

    
      "Spirit: 23"
    

    

    
      "Agility: 15"
    

    

    
      "Comprehension: 8"
    

    

    
      "Mastered Basic Skills: Basic Blade Technique Lv.10, Basic Footwork Lv.10, Basic Spearmanship Lv.10, Basic Fist Technique Lv.10, Basic Sword Technique Lv.10, Basic Shield Technique Lv.10, Basic Leg Technique Lv.10, Basic Archery Lv.10"
    

    

    
      "Mastered Advanced Skill: Advanced Blade Technique Lv.1"
    

    

    
      "Activated Milestone Effects: Martial Arts Prodigy, Demolition Team"
    

    

    
      The reason Yan Qing had "Ye Si" constantly change weapons to hone basic skills wasn’t just for the experience—it was for this Martial Arts Prodigy milestone!
    

    

    
      Before introducing the Martial Arts Prodigy milestone, we need to start from the day Yan Qing returned from Chang’an.
    

    

    
      That day, he saw "Demolition Team" in Ye Si’s status screen.
    

    

    
      "Demolition Team"
    

    

    
      "Milestone Requirement: Destroy any medium-sized building in a main city."
    

    

    
      "Effect: Your token effects are more effective in demolishing buildings."
    

    

    
      "Note: Bro, is your desire for destruction a bit too strong?"
    

    

    
      "Follow-up milestone 'Destroyer' triggered: Destroy any large landmark in a main city."
    

    

    
      "This milestone was completed by a Real Mode account and is effective across all Real Mode accounts."
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing saw that last line, he was stunned.
    

    

    
      But after thinking about it carefully, it made sense—normal accounts could pursue all achievements casually, with plenty of time and room for mistakes, while Real Mode accounts had none of that.
    

    

    
      If milestones couldn’t be shared and a Real Mode account died resetting everything, then Real Mode players would simply abandon the milestone system.
    

    

    
      After all, milestone effects were optional, but the time and effort to complete them were significant—players would rather just grind levels than bother.
    

    

    
      Conversely, if milestone effects were shared across accounts, it would motivate Real Mode players to complete them, and even attract normal players into the Real Mode trap.
    

    

    
      Think about it—if you grind several Real Mode accounts to stack up a bunch of milestones, then every new alt account you make will start with all those milestone bonuses.
    

    

    
      That’s basically cheating in an MMORPG!
    

    

    
      The joy of cheating in an online game is at least ten or even a hundred times greater than using cheats in a single-player game!
    

    

    
      And normal players wouldn’t find it unfair.
    

    

    
      First, Real Mode characters die permanently, so they usually avoid competing with normal players.
    

    

    
      Second, if normal players get wrecked by Real Mode characters, they can always switch to Real Mode and grind milestones too.
    

    

    
      Everyone can cheat—as long as you’re willing to invest time and take risks.
    

    

    
      The more Yan Qing thought about it, the more brilliant he found the "milestone sharing" mechanism.
    

    

    
      It was so fun that he wanted to use normal accounts to hunt Real Mode players, and use Real Mode accounts to accumulate milestones for his alts.
    

    

    
      No wonder 《The Messenger》 could carve a bloody path in an era where MMORPGs were in decline.
    

    

    
      Top players could still dominate, but even noobs could gain cheat-like benefits through sheer time investment.
    

    

    
      Take a noob like Yan Qing for instance.
    

    

    
      For him, the biggest reward from the Thief Mission wasn’t the Bingzi Pepper Forest.
    

    

    
      It was discovering that titles could apply across all accounts.
    

    

    
      So milestones from alt accounts could also apply on main accounts!
    

    

    
      Thus, for the past few days, Yan Qing had done nothing but grind the Martial Arts Prodigy milestone.
    

    

    
      After running secret realms in the morning, he trained various skills in the military camp the rest of the day, all through manual input—after all, "auto evolution" deducted 30% experience.
    

    

    
      Others only saw Ye Si working hard, but the one truly suffering was Yan Qing!
    

    

    
      But it was all worth it.
    

    

    
      "Martial Arts Prodigy"
    

    

    
      "Milestone Requirement: Master eight basic techniques."
    

    

    
      "Effect: For each technique mastered, Comprehension +1 (only effective when Comprehension <10). Gain 100% additional experience from skill training."
    

    

    
      "Note: What is a martial arts prodigy? Someone who understands at a glance, learns instantly, never forgets, and is certified forever? No, no. Even freeloaders like that are considered geniuses, so they don’t count.
    

    

    
      A true martial arts prodigy excels at slow, clumsy training, but isn’t smart—because truly smart people wouldn’t bother practicing martial arts in the first place!"
    

    

    
      "This milestone was completed by a Real Mode account and is effective across all Real Mode accounts."
    

    

    
      This milestone required mastering eight basic techniques, but the effect was rather underwhelming.
    

    

    
      Normal players rarely had Comprehension below 10, so the bonus Comprehension was irrelevant.
    

    

    
      The training experience boost was nice, but monster-killing XP was ten times greater—there was no need to waste electricity auto-training.
    

    

    
      So when Ye Si triggered this milestone, Yan Qing didn’t think much of it.
    

    

    
      Until he discovered the milestone effects were shared.
    

    

    
      To players, this milestone was "better than nothing"—but in the real world, it was a different story.
    

    

    
      In this world, ordinary people training basic skills from scratch had to invest years just to reach level three or four before practical use.
    

    

    
      Only in-game characters could level up through combat.
    

    

    
      As a 3D creature who couldn’t evolve into a game avatar, Yan Qing had to rely on training to learn basic skills.
    

    

    
      And unlike others, he would never leave the Thieves’ House for live combat.
    

    

    
      Which meant training was his only viable leveling method.
    

    

    
      With the Martial Arts Prodigy milestone, Yan Qing could finally train basic skills outside the game.
    

    

    
      And after completing the Martial Arts Prodigy milestone, the game popped up a new milestone—
    

    

    
      "Martial Arts Genius: Master five advanced techniques."
    

    

    
      Advanced techniques weren’t as easy to grind as basics.
    

    

    
      Even though the number dropped from eight to five, the required time started in the range of months.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had grinded for days and already felt burned out—he had no immediate plans for this milestone.
    

    

    
      What’s more, he had made a firm resolution early on—once he got the Martial Arts Prodigy title, he’d start seriously training his basic skills and stop slacking off!
    

    

    
      Today, the Messenger will not log in!
    

    

    
      And just then, a new message popped up in the lower left chat box:
    

    

    
      "Jiangnan regional event ‘Manshu Forest’ has begun."
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      Chapter 34: Event “Mansu Woodland”
    

    

    
      “Area Event ‘Mansu Woodland’”
    

    

    
      “Event Location: (142, 857)”
    

    

    
      “Event Time: March 15th to March 24th (Participation: 15th–21st)”
    

    

    
      “Event Content: During the event period, players entering the mist‑shrouded woods will be teleported into the timed instance ‘Mansu Woodland.’”
    

    

    
      “Recommended Level for Event: Level 1–99”
    

    

    
      “Event Reward: All players who clear the timed instance receive 1 Treasure‑Hunting Token.”
    

    

    
      Treasure‑Hunting Token?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was a bit puzzled, clicked it open and then remembered.
    

    

    
      “Treasure‑Hunting Token: A trading token issued by the Treasure Pavilion. The holder’s items, once appraised, can be listed for sale there by paying a 30% handling fee. Accumulate 10 Treasure‑Hunting Tokens to upgrade into a Treasure Token.”
    

    

    
      This was the third in the top‑ten Pegasus designs in the game that even non‑players of The Messenger knew—each day the developers would be mocked hundreds of times on the forums for it.
    

    

    
      In The Messenger, stalls or private trades were forbidden. Players could only gift items unconditionally, and any trading involving Spirit Jade had to go through the Treasure Pavilion.
    

    

    
      Although bartering was allowed, that lowest‑level trading clearly couldn’t satisfy the needs of the most popular MMORPG. Players were forced to use the Treasure Pavilion, and to do that they needed Treasure‑Hunting Tokens.
    

    

    
      The other name for Treasure‑Hunting Tokens was “the must‑use item in The Messenger,” implying only must‑haves would be listed using Treasure‑Hunting Tokens, since the handling fee was as high as 30%.
    

    

    
      Trading with Treasure‑Hunting Tokens was no different from subsidizing the developers.
    

    

    
      If you wanted to trade in the Treasure Pavilion, you’d need at least a 15%‑fee Treasure Token just to barely make a profit.
    

    

    
      But the more critical issue was that trading, like dating, required at least two people—certainly not something one could do alone.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing, as the only player in this world, had no one to trade with.
    

    

    
      Instead, the timed instance “Mansu Woodland” was worth checking out.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t know the specifics of “Mansu Woodland,” but from the suggested levels it was clearly a recreational instance open to all players. His own strength might help, but wouldn’t be decisive.
    

    

    
      He opened the map and saw the coordinates were not very far from the Jiangnan newbie village.
    

    

    
      He could make a new character to take a look, but what kind?
    

    

    
      After a brief thought, Yan Qing decided to create a female character.
    

    

    
      Although an attractive female avatar would surely bring trouble, Yan Qing wasn’t afraid of trouble—the White Iron Straight Blade in his warehouse wasn’t for show. Although the pretty female character wouldn't get strength or HP bonuses from being tall or macho, Yan Qing didn’t mind that little HP and agility.
    

    

    
      Enough of that.
    

    

    
      In short, Yan Qing didn’t want to keep seeing men’s butts!
    

    

    
      It was said male players were divided into two camps and mutually accused each other of being gay—one argued “you using a female avatar means you're gay,” the other retorted “you using a male avatar staring at men’s butts all day is too gay.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was different—he thought only gay people cared about this. If you wanted to play male, play male; play female, play female. That was healthy.
    

    

    
      As for face‑tuning, Yan Qing shaped the face into something between Tifa and Mai Shiranui.
    

    

    
      For stat allocation, this time he’d take a bit of a risk with a 3‑3‑4 spread—3 HP, 3 agility, 4 comprehension—so the alt would have some combat ability and potential.
    

    

    
      Talent inheritance was also important—buying the right talents gave +100% experience, plus Martial Genius talent “gain extra 100% experience when training skills.” Even with 0 comprehension, the alt could get 300% XP in training and 200% XP in combat, cruising through levels 1–10.
    

    

    
      But since it was just a scout alt, he only chose Basic Footwork and Basic Blade Technique talents. And as usual, he named it “Jiang Ten,” the tenth alt from Jiangnan.
    

    

    
      “Jiangnan Affiliated Newbie Village,” start game!
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The wind here clung.
    

    

    
      The rain here tangled into threads.
    

    

    
      The first scene upon arrival was the misty rains of the Jiangnan water town—drizzling threads of rain landed on banana leaves. Even through the screen, Yan Qing could feel the moist air and cool breeze.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, it wasn’t me who had to go out—Yan Qing thought—he hated the rain the most.
    

    

    
      Unlike Buye Tian and Chang’an, the newbie village in Jiangnan seemed to have been developed into a marketplace.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten” appeared in a narrow alley between two houses, with puddles of dirty water stretching from the alley to the main street.
    

    

    
      As “Jiang Ten” walked out of the alley, it felt as if a strong gust of wind swept by and the sound of rain suddenly intensified.
    

    

    
      On the wide, muddy roads were hoofprints from beasts and tracks left by cart wheels.
    

    

    
      Men in straw raincoats and bamboo hats carried goods on shoulder poles, moving through alleys and streets.
    

    

    
      Vegetable vendors along the roadside covered their soaked produce with burlap.
    

    

    
      Beside them were butchers constantly chopping, and across the street sat over a dozen cages—each holding either chickens or ducks.
    

    

    
      Farther away, fishmongers simply laid their fish on lotus leaves for sale, and the half‑dead fish’s eyes glimmered with a strange light.
    

    

    
      The scent of rainwater, chicken droppings, fishiness, and blood—Yan Qing, even though not physically present, felt as if he could smell the pungent stench unique to a farmers’ market.
    

    

    
      Compared to Chang’an’s market, this place was undoubtedly filthy, messy, and noisy.
    

    

    
      But the raw vitality growing from the dirt felt far more authentic than Chang’an’s grandeur.
    

    

    
      After all, for a main city protected zone like Chang’an, not being prosperous would be the real miracle.
    

    

    
      But the place in front of him was located outside the main city.
    

    

    
      And since the marketplace’s primary customers were nearby commoners, that meant not only was the area crowded, but the local families were also quite productive.
    

    

    
      There wasn’t severe exploitation, allowing ordinary people to actually have spare money to trade goods.
    

    

    
      More importantly, it meant this area was very safe.
    

    

    
      In a place like the Qi Kingdom, where Ghostly Knights roamed around killing at will—who would even want to go outside if not for two meals a day?
    

    

    
      The shopkeepers there generally had powerful backers.
    

    

    
      Suppliers like woodcutters, vegetable farmers, and seamstresses only sold to shopkeepers for safety, while civilians who wanted to buy things could only go to them.
    

    

    
      That meant every city had only a few shops, which monopolized all business and equally exploited both sellers and buyers.
    

    

    
      The Zhou Kingdom wasn’t much better either.
    

    

    
      Villages outside its main cities built fortified manors for self‑defense and conducted material exchanges internally—like nations within a nation—so marketplaces never existed there.
    

    

    
      Though it didn’t seem dangerous here, Yan Qing still had “Jiang Ten” equip the White Iron Straight Blade.
    

    

    
      He controlled her to step out of the alley.
    

    

    
      Checking the map, the event location was to the east.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t plan to ask anyone, simply followed the main road east.
    

    

    
      The rain quickly soaked through her clothes.
    

    

    
      Though “Jiang Ten” was wearing a coarse linen robe with zero design language, once it clung tightly to her body and outlined her graceful curves, it instantly became the most beautiful outfit on the entire street.
    

    

    
      In a game, players would just think, “That’s it?”
    

    

    
      Gamers with a distinct aesthetic had long stopped caring for handsome men or pretty women.
    

    

    
      Instead, they liked crafting characters that looked like eldritch gods or warriors of light to experience the story.
    

    

    
      But in this world...
    

    

    
      Anyway, Yan Qing was already prepared to deal with flirting and unwanted attention.
    

    

    
      That’s exactly what the White Iron Straight Blade was for.
    

    

    
      A few complications on the road were unavoidable, but for a good gaming experience, that price was worth paying.
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      Sure enough, 'Jiang Ten' quickly attracted the attention of the entire street, and even the noisy chatter gradually quieted down, with everyone putting down their work and coming out to watch.
    

    

    
      Looks like my face customization has reached the level of a devastating beauty, Yan Qing thought.
    

    

    
      However, keywords like 'rainy day', 'wet clothes', and 'barefoot' probably added quite a bit to it as well.
    

    

    
      At this moment, four libertines were walking down the road toward her.
    

    

    
      The reason one could tell they were libertines at a glance wasn't just because they had bare chests, idle hands, strange haircuts, and were covered in pretentious accessories, but also because they were walking in the rain without umbrellas—only brainless thugs would not even think to avoid the rain.
    

    

    
      The four thugs were naturally stunned when they saw 'Jiang Ten' for the first time.
    

    

    
      Clearly, they had never seen a girl more beautiful than 'Jiang Ten' in their entire lives, and without exception, they all showed lustful and dazed expressions.
    

    

    
      Just as Yan Qing was preparing to kill a few people to liven up the atmosphere, one of the thugs saw something, turned pale with fright, grabbed a companion and whispered something.
    

    

    
      The rest of the thugs immediately changed their expressions and hurried to the side of the road to avoid 'Jiang Ten'.
    

    

    
      It was the first time Yan Qing had seen such perceptive passersby.
    

    

    
      Were the local thugs this polite?
    

    

    
      Could it be because 'Jiang Ten' was carrying a White Iron Straight Blade?
    

    

    
      Thinking carefully, it made sense.
    

    

    
      'Jiang Ten' was also walking in the rain without an umbrella, holding a blade in hand.
    

    

    
      So others would naturally think of her as 'not right in the head' + 'armed'.
    

    

    
      On this street, she was at the top of the food chain.
    

    

    
      Of course, mere 'not-right-in-the-head' thugs wouldn't dare provoke her—like anyone here had a working brain!
    

    

    
      But as time passed, Yan Qing began to feel something was off.
    

    

    
      Not only were the passersby avoiding her, they were even closing doors and windows.
    

    

    
      'Jiang Ten' was like Moses parting the sea—as she approached, all the shops and homes ahead shut their doors, and the pedestrians vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      The entire town became so quiet that only the curtain of rain remained between heaven and earth.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a group of tall horses broke through the curtain of rain, neighing as they blocked the road.
    

    

    
      The riders, wearing straw raincoats and bamboo hats, dismounted one after another, walking slowly and deliberately toward 'Jiang Ten'.
    

    

    
      Some pulled out chains, others removed long spears from their backs.
    

    

    
      Though no words were spoken, the malice was clear in the wind and rain.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had no intention of dodging.
    

    

    
      He had 'Jiang Ten' grip the hilt with her left hand, thumb pushing lightly against the guard to draw the White Iron Straight Blade an inch out—this was the Koi Mouth Draw, which would allow a 0.2-second faster draw in the coming battle.
    

    

    
      If the enemy was an ordinary person, then he would fight like an ordinary person.
    

    

    
      If the enemy was a Messenger, Yan Qing also had his own way of fighting as a Messenger.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the sound of wheels and hooves came from behind.
    

    

    
      A pincer attack?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing turned to look and saw a four-horse carriage bursting through the wind and rain, speeding toward them.
    

    

    
      Atop the carriage was a silk flag embroidered with the character 'Qian'.
    

    

    
      The horses were fine beasts, each with black coats and white manes.
    

    

    
      The carriage itself was of excellent quality—despite the rough road and high speed, it barely shook, with deep and steady wheel tracks.
    

    

    
      The carriage was nearly the size of a house.
    

    

    
      Even the driver was not ordinary.
    

    

    
      He wore no hat or raincoat, yet his clothes were completely dry.
    

    

    
      Even the coachman was a Messenger with defensive token—what a grand display.
    

    

    
      Because they couldn’t tell if the carriage was friend or foe, both Yan Qing and the straw-clad knights halted their actions until the carriage slowly stopped behind 'Jiang Ten'.
    

    

    
      Before the person appeared, the voice came first as the curtain on the carriage door rolled up like a scroll.
    

    

    
      "Why are you blocking the road?" The girl’s voice was as cold as the rain. "If you dare to stop this four-horse carriage bestowed by the throne without reason, it is equivalent to insulting the Baiyun Qian Clan. By propriety, being granted the right to kill yourselves is already a mercy!"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing raised an eyebrow at this.
    

    

    
      Block the road and you must die?
    

    

    
      Seems every place has its own difficult scripture...
    

    

    
      One of the straw-clad knights responded loudly, his voice piercing through the rain.
    

    

    
      "Reporting to the noble, we are arresting officers from the county office. We received word that someone suspicious and undocumented has appeared in the Eighteen District. We suspect a fugitive from Taihu is on the loose and came specifically to arrest them. Please wait a moment—we'll catch the rebel and return to report."
    

    

    
      "Taihu rebel?"
    

    

    
      The girl looked at 'Jiang Ten', who was soaked and all alone between the two groups.
    

    

    
      "You say she’s the Taihu rebel?"
    

    

    
      "We can only confirm after interrogation," the straw-clad knight replied coolly.
    

    

    
      "But it is confirmed that she is undocumented. In any case, that alone is already a major offense. She must be taken into custody and await the magistrate’s verdict."
    

    

    
      Undocumented?
    

    

    
      Only now did Yan Qing notice that everyone here seemed to have a band tied around their wrist.
    

    

    
      The straw-clad knights all wore black bands, clearly visible when they raised their hands.
    

    

    
      The coachman and the girl also wore bands—the coachman had a black one, the girl had a blue one.
    

    

    
      Not just them—everyone on the street, from vendors to thugs, wore bands.
    

    

    
      Theirs were gray or brown, blending with their clothing, which was why Yan Qing hadn’t noticed this detail along the way.
    

    

    
      "Hey, you." The girl asked. "Where’s your band?"
    

    

    
      "I don’t have a band."
    

    

    
      "Are you a Taihu rebel?"
    

    

    
      "No."
    

    

    
      "Where is your home? Where are you going?"
    

    

    
      "I don’t have a home," Yan Qing replied. "I’m heading to a forest in the east."
    

    

    
      The girl was stunned. "Could it be that you’re also going to—"
    

    

    
      "Miss!" the coachman snapped lightly, and the girl immediately stopped talking.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the straw-clad knights seemed to realize something and surrounded 'Jiang Ten' from four directions.
    

    

    
      In a calm, indifferent tone, one of them said, "Young lady of the Baiyun Qian Clan, please do not interfere with official duties."
    

    

    
      "How could a Taihu rebel appear in a place like this!" the girl shouted. "Does she look like a rebel to you? She’s got nothing but a blade—no shoes even! She’s clearly just an ordinary person!"
    

    

    
      "Undocumented people without bands are all barbarians and rebels who defy royal authority," the knight said. "Is the Baiyun Qian Clan trying to shield a rebel?"
    

    

    
      "Miss," the coachman gently called, "it’s best not to…"
    

    

    
      The girl bit her lip hard, clearly unwilling, and cast several glances at 'Jiang Ten’s' back.
    

    

    
      But in the end, she sat back in the carriage without another word.
    

    

    
      The coachman flicked the whip, and the four packhorses circled around the group, pulling the carriage forward again.
    

    

    
      "Try to capture her alive," one of the straw-clad knights instructed. "Don’t injure her—especially not the face. Whoever hits too hard goes to the end of the line."
    

    

    
      "I thought working in the pouring rain was just a crappy assignment, maybe worth a few taels of silver. Who knew we’d run into such a fine specimen?"
    

    

    
      "If Old Huang's crew finds out, they’ll be jealous to death."
    

    

    
      "Heh, she even knows how to use a blade. But I like ‘em with a bit of fire anyway."
    

    

    
      Finally, time to fight.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had 'Jiang Ten' draw the White Iron Straight Blade, preparing to seize the right flank and retreat into a narrow alley to gain positional advantage.
    

    

    
      Maybe due to the increase in Vital Energy and Blood, Yan Qing’s current control was almost as sharp as when he was seventeen.
    

    

    
      Perfect dodges and parries came effortlessly.
    

    

    
      That’s why he wasn’t afraid of fighting—against mortal-level enemies, his skill alone could make up for his gear disadvantage.
    

    

    
      Neigh—
    

    

    
      The carriage that should have driven off suddenly turned back and charged straight toward the straw-clad knights.
    

    

    
      The knights seemed wary of the carriage and didn’t even try to slash at the horses, dodging to the sides instead.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing also meant to dodge, but at that moment, the curtain of the carriage door rolled up and the girl reached out a hand toward 'Jiang Ten'.
    

    

    
      "Get in!"
    

    

    
      Faced with the girl’s invitation, 'Jiang Ten' moved.
    

    

    
      She rushed forward, dashed toward the nearest straw-clad knight, and slashed a blade through the rain right in his stunned gaze.
    

    

    
      The knight’s head flew skyward, and his headless body crumpled to the ground, a geyser of blood spraying into the sky from his neck.
    

    

    
      The carriage halted once more.
    

    

    
      Whether it was the girl, the coachman, or the remaining straw-clad knights, all of them stared blankly at 'Jiang Ten', who was now flicking blood from her blade.
    

    

    
      Her face was expressionless, her posture graceful and relaxed.
    

    

    
      If not for the headless corpse at her feet, no one would’ve imagined that this beautiful girl had just beheaded a patrol officer.
    

    

    
      ‘One down, three to go,’ Yan Qing thought.
    

    

    
      The moment the girl reached out her hand, two thoughts flashed through Yan Qing’s mind.
    

    

    
      The first was the main quest—grasp her hand and instantly escape this place.
    

    

    
      The second was a side quest—kill all the enemies (optional).
    

    

    
      Obviously, as a single-player Brahmin and a lover of full-trophy completion, Yan Qing would never pass up the chance to flush every toilet (complete every side quest).
    

    

    
      And fleeing was never Yan Qing’s play style.
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      "Beast!"
    

    

    
      The raincoat-clad knight holding an axe had bloodshot eyes and let out a battle cry as he charged toward Jiang Ten, hurling his hand axe mid-run and cursing, "He still owes me a year's gambling debt!"
    

    

    
      This man appeared rough and reckless on the outside, but his fighting style was insidious and cunning.
    

    

    
      After throwing the flying axe, he immediately drew a short sword and, with his left hand, pulled a small round ball from his belt and tossed it out.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing of the Thieves’ House perfectly blocked the flying axe, and upon seeing another projectile, instinctively swung his blade.
    

    

    
      However, the moment the ball was struck, it exploded into a cloud of white powder.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten couldn’t dodge in time, and her right eye took the hit directly.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was momentarily stunned as he saw a status effect appear above the health bar—"Right Eye Blinded", temporarily reducing accuracy by 40%.
    

    

    
      Though it was his first time encountering this, Yan Qing, having seen countless similar scenes in entertainment works, instantly recognized the item.
    

    

    
      "Go! She's been blinded by lime!"
    

    

    
      The Lime Knight shouted, "It's still raining now—her eyes will start burning soon!"
    

    

    
      Although he said that, his steps slowed.
    

    

    
      He didn’t immediately approach Jiang Ten but instead positioned himself in front of the carriage.
    

    

    
      Clearly, his recklessness was merely a facade.
    

    

    
      Even with the upper hand, he remained extremely cautious.
    

    

    
      Even though he hadn’t captured Jiang Ten yet, he was already prepared for any interference from the Baiyun Qian Clan.
    

    

    
      Back when the Lime Knight had stepped forward, his companions had already started to flank from the left and right.
    

    

    
      Upon hearing the order, they charged in at once, leaving Jiang Ten no room to breathe.
    

    

    
      To protect her eye, Jiang Ten could only cover it with her left hand and wield her sword with one hand.
    

    

    
      Though her technique was exquisite, she could barely defend herself.
    

    

    
      In just a few short breaths, she narrowly escaped death multiple times.
    

    

    
      Only now did the young girl on the carriage come to her senses.
    

    

    
      She had been shocked for quite some time by the earlier scene where Jiang Ten didn't get on the carriage but instead suddenly started killing.
    

    

    
      Even so, she grew anxious at Jiang Ten’s dire situation and braced her hands against the carriage, ready to jump out.
    

    

    
      "Are you going to shelter this criminal!?"
    

    

    
      The Lime Knight, who had not joined the fray but had been watching them closely, immediately shouted, "Is the Baiyun Qian Clan really going to protect this Taohu rebel who killed our brother?"
    

    

    
      "If that’s the case, we brothers will withdraw at once and report this to the county magistrate for judgment!"
    

    

    
      He put extra emphasis on the words "killed our brother", causing the girl’s movements to freeze.
    

    

    
      Earlier, it could still be argued that this group of constables was slandering her.
    

    

    
      But now that Jiang Ten had clearly killed someone, even if she wasn't a rebel, she was definitely a criminal.
    

    

    
      This logic held up anywhere.
    

    

    
      Seeing that neither the girl nor the coachman moved, the Lime Knight let out a breath of relief.
    

    

    
      If Jiang Ten had been even a little more ordinary, he would’ve long given face to the Baiyun Qian Clan and withdrawn.
    

    

    
      Even if Baiyun Qian was only a Blue Band gentry family, he himself was merely a Black Band squad leader using the county office’s power to bully others.
    

    

    
      Not to mention, both members of the Baiyun Qian Clan here seemed to be Messengers—people who could kill everyone here with just a breath.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the magistrate from the Zhan River Huang Clan was his only chance at rising in status.
    

    

    
      And that county magistrate loved beautiful women.
    

    

    
      The moment he laid eyes on Jiang Ten, the Lime Knight knew that offering her up would surely earn him the magistrate’s favor.
    

    

    
      Naturally, this year’s token allocation would fall right into his hands!
    

    

    
      There were seven or eight Messengers like him who had already changed class but still lacked a token in the county office—excluding the county’s many brave and battle-hardened rural warriors who had also completed class change.
    

    

    
      For all these people, the only way to obtain a token was to wait for the prefecture's allocation.
    

    

    
      For a constable like him, with no status, no wealth, and no backing, he could wait a lifetime and still never receive a token.
    

    

    
      He’d be nothing more than a dog at the beck and call of nobles and officials forever!
    

    

    
      Only by seizing this rare opportunity could he possibly climb to the top!
    

    

    
      Even if it meant offending a Blue Band gentry family—it was worth it!
    

    

    
      And he had bet correctly.
    

    

    
      There were indeed many noble scions who disregarded the law and killed at will.
    

    

    
      But the Baiyun Qian Clan, as Blue Band gentry, had not yet grown powerful enough to challenge the authority of the county office, which represented imperial power!
    

    

    
      "Big brother, big brother—"
    

    

    
      Through the sound of rain came a panicked cry.
    

    

    
      The Lime Knight turned his head in confusion.
    

    

    
      Two constables fighting a half-blind woman, and after so long still hadn't subdued her?
    

    

    
      Could they actually be losing?
    

    

    
      He saw a constable with a severed right arm screaming as he fled from an alley.
    

    

    
      His face was filled with terror, and his steps were frantic, as if chased by a ghost.
    

    

    
      Tap.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten emerged from the alley with calm, unhurried steps.
    

    

    
      Her left hand still covered her eye, and her right hand held her blade.
    

    

    
      But compared to before, her coarse linen robe had now been dyed a dark red-black with blood.
    

    

    
      Even the rain couldn't wash away the scent of blood on her.
    

    

    
      She was clearly just walking, but her speed surpassed that of the fleeing constable.
    

    

    
      When had they shifted their fight to the alley?
    

    

    
      The constable, hearing the footsteps behind him, was so frightened he misstepped and fell.
    

    

    
      Lying on the ground and facing Jiang Ten—the female demon—he screamed incoherently, "No, big brother, save me, please, I beg you—"
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      A chilling blade flash cut through the rain.
    

    

    
      The Lime Knight instinctively narrowed his eyes.
    

    

    
      The fallen constable reflexively raised his only remaining left hand to block.
    

    

    
      But naturally, both his left wrist and head were sliced off together.
    

    

    
      His face still bore a look of terror as his head rolled to the side, while his body twitched slightly on the ground like a poorly butchered fish.
    

    

    
      The rain grew heavier, almost to the point where nothing could be seen beyond ten steps.
    

    

    
      But the Lime Knight saw clearly—when Jiang Ten killed, she hadn’t used any token power.
    

    

    
      She had decapitated the constable with just a one-handed blade.
    

    

    
      It sounded simple, but beheading was never an easy task.
    

    

    
      Even executioners could fail to sever the head, the blade getting stuck in the cervical spine, or even breaking the blade was common.
    

    

    
      Beheading in combat was difficult to begin with, let alone when using only one hand.
    

    

    
      The most astonishing part was that she had already killed three people—though one had yet to come out of the alley, no one believed he was still alive—and Jiang Ten’s face remained expressionless.
    

    

    
      Her face, perfect like that of an ethereal fairy, was full of cold indifference.
    

    

    
      A chill crawled up the Lime Knight’s spine and pierced his heart, as fear drowned his world like the rain.
    

    

    
      If Jiang Ten had shown anger, cursed, shown disgust, or even killing intent, he wouldn't have been afraid.
    

    

    
      He had seen many enemies, having risen from the bottom to become a Messenger.
    

    

    
      But Jiang Ten, though drenched in blood, surrounded by corpses and severed heads, remained unmoved.
    

    

    
      Her beautiful eyes—one open, one closed—calmly stared at him.
    

    

    
      If the county magistrate were to be looked at this way by such a beauty, he’d probably be utterly bewitched and leap upon her without hesitation.
    

    

    
      But the Lime Knight only trembled all over, wishing to flee as far as possible.
    

    

    
      He felt that in her eyes, he wasn’t even an enemy—not even a human being.
    

    

    
      Just a fish.
    

    

    
      A fish in its death throes!
    

    

    
      Tap!
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten stepped through the curtain of rain.
    

    

    
      Her right-hand blade carved a semicircle in the air, seemingly preparing to slash from the right.
    

    

    
      But when the Lime Knight raised his shoulder to strike at Jiang Ten’s unguarded left side, her blade tip suddenly twisted downward.
    

    

    
      In an instant, her slash from the right turned into a downward thrust!
    

    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang!
    

    

    
      In just three exchanges, the Lime Knight understood how his subordinates had died.
    

    

    
      Her blade technique was so refined that she could feint and redirect at will, making her attack path completely unpredictable.
    

    

    
      At the same time, she was highly skilled in "tendon-cutting counterattacks"—targeting the weapon trajectory’s tendons to disrupt attacks and launch a counterstrike.
    

    

    
      These two techniques took only a few lines to describe, but few ordinary people could master them.
    

    

    
      Even among constables, those who didn’t tremble when wielding a blade were already elites.
    

    

    
      If they tried feinting and redirecting, they’d probably just throw their weapon.
    

    

    
      And tendon-cutting was a first-class skill, because if you failed, you'd be standing there like a fool, open to being cut down.
    

    

    
      Dodging was far safer, so almost nobody even attempted it.
    

    

    
      That’s why they died.
    

    

    
      With their clumsy skills, facing a master of feints and tendon-cutting, all their attacks were dismantled.
    

    

    
      Their opponent could seamlessly redirect and strike at unguarded areas...
    

    

    
      What difference did they have from straw men with legs?
    

    

    
      Such is the nature of combat.
    

    

    
      Whether you're a dazzling jade or a worthless lump of mud, you must clash with stones that have been tempered through countless trials.
    

    

    
      If you're shattered, then you die.
    

    

    
      The Lime Knight knew just how terrifying his opponent was.
    

    

    
      Because he too was skilled in feints and tendon-cutting.
    

    

    
      His body temperature dropped lower and lower, but his vital energy and blood boiled hotter and hotter.
    

    

    
      Though he still had lime bombs on his belt, the Lime Knight had no chance to throw any items.
    

    

    
      He could only fight Jiang Ten back and forth with his short sword!
    

    

    
      Just like when he was twenty-two, storming a Da Jiang Gang ship with colleagues, ending with only him surviving to block the door and face more than a dozen gang blades!
    

    

    
      Just like when he was twenty-five, traveling at night and encountering a giant beast, fighting it to death with only an axe and a short sword!
    

    

    
      Just like when he was twenty-nine...
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The glorious memories in his mind vanished like smoke.
    

    

    
      The searing pain in his palm and the cold rain yanked him back to reality.
    

    

    
      The Lime Knight’s lips trembled as he looked at Jiang Ten, as though staring at a monster.
    

    

    
      Her blade technique was still improving.
    

    

    
      Her vital energy and blood surged ever higher during the fight.
    

    

    
      The Lime Knight’s previously relied upon advantage in energy and blood had completely vanished.
    

    

    
      And her disadvantages of being half-blind and using only one hand were concealed by her technique.
    

    

    
      Could it be that I...
    

    

    
      Impossible!
    

    

    
      The Lime Knight’s eyes widened in rage and he roared as he charged at Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      I am a Messenger, a Martial Messenger skilled in combat!
    

    

    
      My martial skills were earned through bitter training.
    

    

    
      I’ve experienced dozens of brutal battles in my life—how could I possibly lose in a place like this—
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The short sword flew high into the air, spinning as it went.
    

    

    
      The Lime Knight stared blankly at his empty hands, unable to believe that he couldn’t even hold his weapon anymore.
    

    

    
      To have one’s weapon knocked away in a frontal clash only proved one thing—his vital energy and blood were inferior to his opponent’s.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Ever since I became squad leader, I’ve spent my days scheming how to secure a token quota.
    

    

    
      If I wasn’t at a banquet, I was on the way to one.
    

    

    
      I barely trained or fought on the front lines anymore...
    

    

    
      No matter how tempered a stone is, daily dripping water will wear it down.
    

    

    
      Others couldn’t see it, and I deceived myself too, mistaking the stone for what it once was.
    

    

    
      Until it collided with another stone that was still evolving.
    

    

    
      Zheng!
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten swung her blade, tearing through the rain curtain like ripping a painting—shredding the figure within it at the same time.
    

    

    
      A head flew high into the air.
    

    

    
      The short sword spun and fell to the ground.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten turned and wiped her blade clean with her sleeve, then sheathed it.
    

    

    
      Only then did the corpse behind her seem to come to its senses and collapsed heavily into the rain-soaked ground.
    

    

    
      She walked over to the first constable who died, squatted down, and took off his boots and coat.
    

    

    
      Just as she was about to put them on, that four-horse carriage rolled up in front of her.
    

    

    
      "There are clothes and shoes that will fit you in the carriage, and vegetable oil that can remove lime."
    

    

    
      The girl in the carriage poked her head out, her gaze toward Jiang Ten filled with reverence and fear—perhaps even a trace of admiration.
    

    

    
      She extended her hand again and solemnly asked, "Would you like to get in?"
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten didn’t speak.
    

    

    
      She simply reached out her bloodstained right hand toward the girl.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Yan Qing studied the screen, thinking that the option "She reached out her bloodstained right hand toward her" was simply brilliant.
    

    

    
      After all, ‘Jiang Ten’ had just killed four constables.
    

    

    
      Getting on the carriage now would undoubtedly implicate the other party.
    

    

    
      Reaching out her right hand was a silent question.
    

    

    
      My hand is covered in blood—do you really want to touch it?
    

    

    
      If the other party was willing to take that bloodstained hand, it meant they didn’t care about ‘Jiang Ten’s’ crimes.
    

    

    
      Even stained with blood, still reaching out for support—what a gallant and tender moment!
    

    

    
      But...
    

    

    
      Yan Qing watched as the girl on the carriage first froze, then came to a realization.
    

    

    
      She pulled out a handkerchief from her chest, carefully wiped ‘Jiang Ten’s’ hand clean, then held it and helped her onto the carriage.
    

    

    
      I was asking if you’d associate with a criminal—not if you had OCD...
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      "I am Qian Gongyu of the Baiyun Qian Clan. And you?"
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten."
    

    

    
      "Jiang Clan? Jiang Clan… could it be the Jiang Clan of Nanyang? No, I heard the Jiang Clan of Nanyang has already fallen from nobility, like birds scattering from a toppled tree... Could it be the Jiang Clan of Qiantang?"
    

    

    
      "Orphan."
    

    

    
      "But you are definitely not an ordinary commoner. You're around my age yet so skilled in combat, even among elite disciples from noble clans who entered the path early and honed their skills, few can compare to you.
    

    

    
      What's more, you're so beautiful and powerful—this clearly shows that your parents must come from a family with hundreds of years of heritage."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu declared with conviction, "Only noble bloodlines can produce noble descendants."
    

    

    
      Ever since 'Jiang Ten' got on the carriage, Qian Gongyu’s mouth hadn’t stopped moving.
    

    

    
      Even if Jiang Ten only responded once every ten sentences, she never grew tired of talking.
    

    

    
      Thanks to her help, 'Jiang Ten' successfully cleared the lime from her eyes and swapped out the filthy coarse linen newbie outfit.
    

    

    
      It’s worth mentioning that even from Yan Qing’s perspective before transmigrating, this carriage could be considered one of the most comfortable and luxurious vehicles he had ever seen.
    

    

    
      The entire floor was carpeted with silk and gold-silver thread, the benches padded with velvet cushions, and a semi-transparent crystal tea table sat in the middle.
    

    

    
      Both corners of the carriage were designed as fan-shaped display cabinets—one side filled with uniquely shaped wine bottles, the other displaying various Spirit Jade artworks.
    

    

    
      Although the space was packed full, it didn’t feel cramped in the slightest.
    

    

    
      Every piece of furniture was perfectly tailored to the carriage’s interior and cleverly designed to maintain smooth movement through the space.
    

    

    
      No matter what one did, there was never the feeling of being obstructed—truly a prime example of creating a sanctuary in a snail shell.
    

    

    
      And this was only the reception area; there was also a bathing room and a bedroom with a bed.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, a fierce storm raged outside, yet the carriage remained steady as a mountain.
    

    

    
      Aside from the faint swaying of the ceiling lamp, there was almost no disturbance at all—this shock-absorption technology left Yan Qing in awe.
    

    

    
      Anyone who understood the features and décor of this carriage would immediately form the clearest impression of its owner:
    

    

    
      Filthy rich.
    

    

    
      Naturally, 'Jiang Ten' went to the bathing room to change clothes.
    

    

    
      But don’t misunderstand—being an all-ages game, 《The Messenger》 had no questionable clothing mechanics.
    

    

    
      All outfit changes for game characters were instantaneous.
    

    

    
      And if one insisted on streaking, the game character would automatically equip underwear.
    

    

    
      The design and color of the underwear were closely tied to the last outfit worn by the character.
    

    

    
      It would appear as if the character cut out the underwear herself in protest of the player’s indecency—just like how Ashley in Resident Evil 4 would cover her skirt depending on the player's camera angle.
    

    

    
      "As expected, I thought of this outfit the moment I saw you—it suits you perfectly!"
    

    

    
      'Jiang Ten' changed into a dress primarily dark blue with white accents.
    

    

    
      The hem reached the knees, white lace adorned the sleeves and neckline, and she wore dark trousers and brown leather boots underneath—formal yet soft.
    

    

    
      But Qian Gongyu still wasn’t fully satisfied.
    

    

    
      She circled around 'Jiang Ten' twice, mumbling, "A pendant at the chest would look good... maybe a belt with a jade ornament at the waist... hair is fine loose, but tied with a ribbon would be prettier..."
    

    

    
      As she spoke, Qian Gongyu began pulling accessories from the nearby jewelry box to dress 'Jiang Ten' up.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced at the equipment bar and saw every slot filled with purely cosmetic gear—none of it added defense or had any special effect.
    

    

    
      "I just killed someone. Aren’t you afraid of getting into trouble by treating me so well?"
    

    

    
      "Trouble? What trouble? I didn’t help you deal with those black-coated dogs," Qian Gongyu replied disdainfully.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing recalled that those constables did indeed wear black clothes and boots under their straw cloaks.
    

    

    
      "Isn’t letting me on your carriage considered helping me escape?"
    

    

    
      "Seems like you don’t quite understand the relationship between our gentry clans and the government," Qian Gongyu raised her eyebrows.
    

    

    
      Now, she finally displayed the arrogance and confidence befitting a young mistress.
    

    

    
      "As long as our gentry clans don’t blatantly break ceremonial law, who in the government would dare question us?"
    

    

    
      "Besides, those black-coated dogs were clearly up to no good."
    

    

    
      "They had no arrest orders—just saw a beauty and wanted to seize you."
    

    

    
      "Even if I had taken you by force, I would still not have violated any law in Great Liang."
    

    

    
      "What could the authorities do to me?"
    

    

    
      "But I killed someone. Doesn’t that make me a criminal?"
    

    

    
      "Without a wanted order from the Ministry of Justice, who can say you’re a criminal?"
    

    

    
      "Great Liang isn’t like those barbaric northern countries—it values ceremony and law."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu smiled.
    

    

    
      "Even if a warrant is issued, I could just claim ignorance, couldn’t I?"
    

    

    
      "Searching for criminals and serving warrants is the government’s job."
    

    

    
      "Are they going to dump that responsibility on us?"
    

    

    
      "Still, you’d best find a way to get a Household Band."
    

    

    
      She added, "Not having a Household Band marks you as a 'black identity'."
    

    

    
      "You’re planning to attend the annual Mansu Woodland event, right?"
    

    

    
      "Without a Household Band, you can’t even get in."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing, naturally, didn’t understand what a Household Band was.
    

    

    
      Luckily, Qian Gongyu loved to teach—or rather, she simply liked talking to 'Jiang Ten'.
    

    

    
      Soon enough, he understood the significance of Household Bands in Jiangnan of the Liang Kingdom.
    

    

    
      Household Band referred to the various wristbands worn by everyone here.
    

    

    
      Though their combinations varied depending on profession, official rank, and assignments, they were generally divided into nine colors, corresponding to three main social classes: Cold Gate, Nobility, and Clans.
    

    

    
      Cold Gate had three colors: gray, brown, and black.
    

    

    
      Since these colors were considered dirty or murky, they were collectively called “Muddy Colors.”
    

    

    
      Nobility had three colors: blue, cyan, and grass green.
    

    

    
      The higher the rank, the lighter the color—hence they were called “Clear Colors.”
    

    

    
      Clans had three colors: vermillion, purple, and gold.
    

    

    
      Gold was reserved for the royal family, and due to their exalted status, these three were known as “Noble Colors.”
    

    

    
      In Jiangnan of the Liang Kingdom, the Household Band system worked like capillaries connecting the entire nation.
    

    

    
      Almost everyone wore one.
    

    

    
      Northern traditions like hidden clans had virtually vanished here.
    

    

    
      One could even say that in Jiangnan, anyone without a Household Band was either a rebel or a criminal.
    

    

    
      "Is it necessary to have legal identification to enter Mansu Woodland?"
    

    

    
      "At the very least, you need to have a Black Band." Qian Gongyu affirmed. "If you don’t even have a Black Band, it means your family is unknown locally, you hold no position in the government, and you’re not even a prospective Messenger. Your family contributes nothing to the court, you contribute nothing, and you’re not strong enough—there’s no way you’d be allowed into Mansu Woodland."
    

    

    
      "I understand. Before we reach Mansu Woodland, please drop me off. I’ll find a way in myself."
    

    

    
      "What method do you have?"
    

    

    
      "Infiltration."
    

    

    
      "What if you’re discovered? You're a black-identity; the authorities will arrest you!"
    

    

    
      "I was discovered just now too. But the ones who came to arrest me are already dead."
    

    

    
      "The ones guarding Mansu Woodland are the Imperial Guards responsible for defending Jiangnan City. They're way stronger than constables—you’ll die!"
    

    

    
      "Then I’ll die."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu clearly didn’t expect that answer.
    

    

    
      The words she had prepared caught in her throat.
    

    

    
      Her lips moved slightly as she mumbled, "It’s not like there are no other ways... After all, our Baiyun Qian Clan is still a noble clan. If you’d beg me..."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu quickly glanced at 'Jiang Ten' and saw that the latter still wore the same emotionless expression.
    

    

    
      She immediately changed her tone, "Since fate brought us together, and our Baiyun Qian Clan is known for being helpful—even if you didn’t ask, I’d still help you!"
    

    

    
      She pulled out a Black Band from her chest.
    

    

    
      If examined closely, one would see blue silk thread woven into the band.
    

    

    
      "This is my family's guard’s Black Band. Although it hasn’t been registered, as long as you go in with me, the officials of Mansu Woodland won’t question it."
    

    

    
      She said, "You can use this Household Band."
    

    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    

    
      Since he could enter openly, Yan Qing naturally wouldn’t make things harder for himself.
    

    

    
      "But the Liang Kingdom has strict etiquette. People of different status must follow rules appropriate to their rank."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu asked cautiously, "In front of others, you’ll have to pretend to be my guard, or people will get suspicious."
    

    

    
      "No problem."
    

    

    
      "Then how will you address me in public?"
    

    

    
      "Young Mistress."
    

    

    
      That “Young Mistress” made Qian Gongyu nod repeatedly, her cheeks tinged with a faint blush.
    

    

    
      Clenching her fists, she said expectantly, "Say it again?"
    

    

    
      "Young Mistress."
    

    

    
      "Wait, our Baiyun Qian Clan pronounces it this way—you should pronounce it like this—"
    

    

    
      "Young Mistress, shut up."
    

    

    
      "Yes."
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      “Five thousand!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing exhaled a long breath.
    

    

    
      He had completed five thousand wholehearted punches, his body covered in a light sheen of sweat, yet he felt mentally invigorated.
    

    

    
      This milestone of being a Martial Arts Genius brought far greater benefits than he’d imagined.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had evolved from punching randomly to mastering the power techniques of his hands, arms, shoulders, and waist—so much so that his final punch even produced a sonic boom; most important, he actually found the simple act of punching fun, and was still reluctant to stop after an afternoon of training.
    

    

    
      Anyone who had failed at losing weight knew that the hardest part of exercising was that it was “boring.”
    

    

    
      Jogging, swimming, and fat‑burn workouts—they were tiring, sure, but the lack of fun during the process is why many couldn’t stick with it.
    

    

    
      On the other hand, people couldn’t get enough of group sports like basketball or badminton, and—even if they were too exhausted to get out of bed the next day—they wouldn’t complain, all because they weren’t exercising for the sake of exercise, but simply for play.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was certain that he had never been interested in sports before; now, he readily practiced punching with unflagging enthusiasm—that was clearly thanks to being a Martial Arts Genius.
    

    

    
      Just as the milestone described: a true Martial Arts Genius didn’t just have high aptitude, but could find joy in clumsy efforts.
    

    

    
      This realization was monumental for Yan Qing—he had finally found a second form of entertainment!
    

    

    
      Although he loved gaming, playing the same game day after day, with no other pastime, he began to feel he might be a serious gaming Brahmin—and it was getting to be too much even for him.
    

    

    
      Dinner, naturally, was once again a small private serving from Ye Si—being a team leader, he now deserved the chef’s attention to his tastes.
    

    

    
      As Yan Qing prepared to eat, in the game ‘Jiang Shi’ and her companions happened to arrive at Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      Twilight had already fallen, but around Mansu Woodland it was as bright as midday, the torches ablaze like wounds in the night.
    

    

    
      When ‘Jiang Shi’ peeked out, she saw a huge encampment stretching for dozens of miles, fences of sharpened stakes extending as far as the eye could see—seeming to encircle the entire forest.
    

    

    
      A squad of soldiers stood at the entrance, each clad in brilliant armor and wearing purple‑gold boots; under the torchlight their armor shone spotless.
    

    

    
      Compared to Qi knights or Zhou soldiers, Liang soldiers struck one as ornate—not tools for dirty work, but ceremonial instruments in a grand festival.
    

    

    
      A clerk stepped forward to record guest information. Qianggong Yu and coach Lin Yuan, of course, had no issues—but he paused when he saw ‘Jiang Shi’ appear.
    

    

    
      “Clan head Qian, you mean… she’s your bodyguard?”
    

    

    
      His gaze flicked between Qianggong Yu and ‘Jiang Shi,’ growing ever more puzzled. Just when Yan Qing thought they’d be found out, the clerk said, “I had assumed she was your sister or a relative.”
    

    

    
      “She’s a distant cousin,” Qianggong Yu said with a smile. “She’s begun serving the family now that her training is complete.”
    

    

    
      “As expected of the Qian family—truly full of talent,” the clerk agreed, stepping aside. “Please enter. A floating‑cup banquet is underway inside; if you’ve not yet dined, please honor us with your presence.”
    

    

    
      He paused. “This gathering at Mansu Woodland includes many heroes—among them, star heirs from the Shang and Jie families.”
    

    

    
      “What? The Shang and Jie families?”
    

    

    
      Qianggong Yu’s previous disinterest vanished; she brightened instantly. “Lin uncle, let’s hurry in!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t need to ask. Even in the carriage, Qianggong Yu burst with excitement, sharing the news: “Though the Shang family is merely a prominent household, their head—the Shang family master Shang Xuanwen—is the current chancellor, in high demand among powerful clans; as for the Jie family, they’re truly extraordinary: a lineage lasting a thousand years before Liang’s founding, and now one of only three purple‑ribbon nobles in Liang.”
    

    

    
      “These scions of great houses—I’d never have a chance to meet them usually. To think we’d meet them here… if I can make even one acquaintance, this trip to Mansu Woodland will be worth it!”
    

    

    
      “Miss, you two may go ahead to join the banquet; I’ll see to the carriage,” coach Lin Yuan said attentively.
    

    

    
      “That would be so kind of you, Uncle Lin!”
    

    

    
      Without waiting, Qianggong Yu pulled ‘Jiang Shi’ from the carriage. Inside the woodland it was even more lively: servants and maids ran everywhere, trays of delicacies emerging from the kitchen one after another; even through the screen Yan Qing could smell the aroma.
    

    

    
      Guided by attendants, they soon arrived at a huge tent.
    

    

    
      Though it was only a tent, its scale matched that of a banquet hall. Inside a silk‑and‑bamboo ensemble performed, giant chandeliers hung from the ceiling, patterned carpets covered the ground, and extravagantly dressed men and women clinked glasses.
    

    

    
      Tables were piled with exotic delicacies—mountain treasures, sea delicacies—and even meat from fantastical beasts Yan Qing had only heard of but never seen.
    

    

    
      This was the wilderness, open for less than half a month each year—and yet these scions enjoyed such luxury. Of course, Yan Qing, being poor, thought it ostentatious; perhaps these peers felt the environment harsh.
    

    

    
      From here one could glimpse a facet of the refined high society of Southern‑Border Liang.
    

    

    
      Qianggong Yu’s goal was clear: to network with the Shang and Jie families. And it wasn’t hard to find them—everyone around was thinking the same, two circles already formed, and pushing in required effort.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing had no interest in meeting nobles; he turned instead to the food. The beast meat looked good, the roast’s skin crisp, and there were mantis shrimp as long as a forearm—holy crap, those ice‑packed things were ice cream?
    

    

    
      Just as Yan Qing was showing off his haul through the screen, heated arguing erupted beside him—and Qianggong Yu’s voice was among them.
    

    

    
      “Luo Weijin, did you just say that again?” Qianggong Yu said coldly. “Don’t think I won’t dare—”
    

    

    
      “Thought I didn’t dare bite? Oh, I never thought that,” the young man arguing with Qian Gongyu said with a sarcastic smile. “Your threats are truly powerful—I’m so scared.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced over and saw that the youth named Luo Weijin wore a bamboo-green band, indicating his family belonged to the second tier of noble families—one rank higher than the Qian family.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu flushed red with anger at Luo Weijin’s words but didn’t act out. Instead, she turned and walked away.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Luo Weijin raised an eyebrow and loudly said to those nearby, “Don’t underestimate the Baiyun Qian Clan. Though they’re only Blue-Banded, they can consistently produce Third-Stage Messengers—just that it costs them something. For instance, the previous Qian Family Head—”
    

    

    
      “Luo Weijin!” Qian Gongyu pointed toward the exit. “If you want to take revenge on the Qian family, fine—we can go outside and fight right now. But you’re not allowed to slander my father!”
    

    

    
      “As expected from the Qian Clan’s only surviving bloodline—so savage. When you lose an argument, you resort to violence?” Luo Weijin laughed. “But I’m not taking revenge—just informing my friends about your family’s legacy. Is speaking the truth the same as revenge? That makes no sense, does it?”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu clenched her silver teeth tightly, but dared not leave and let Luo Weijin speak unchecked.
    

    

    
      She stood alone among the crowd, head lowered to hide her expression, enduring the humiliation directed at her family.
    

    

    
      She even started regretting coming to Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      Ever since her father died, she had tried to reduce social contact, hoping time would erase the disgraceful history of the Qian family.
    

    

    
      She shouldn’t have come here just for some minor rewards…
    

    

    
      If only she’d stayed home—no one would’ve remembered the Qian family, and no one would’ve humiliated them…
    

    

    
      I shouldn’t have…
    

    

    
      “Ah!!”
    

    

    
      A scream suddenly echoed through the tent.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu’s head jerked up to see Luo Weijin—who had just been loudly boasting—laid flat on the ground, two teeth knocked out, blood gushing from his mouth.
    

    

    
      The crowd scattered like startled fish, leaving only a knife-wielding young woman standing expressionless in the center.
    

    

    
      She was like a stone dropped into a still lake—calm, fearless, unshaken.
    

    

    
      It was ‘Jiang Shi’!
    

    

    
      “She hit someone! She hit someone!”
    

    

    
      “A mere bodyguard dares strike a noble? What a disgrace!”
    

    

    
      “Wow, that punch was brutal—his teeth went flying.”
    

    

    
      “What a shame… such a beautiful bodyguard…”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu hurriedly pulled ‘Jiang Shi’ aside and anxiously said, “You—how could you hit him? You’re only a Black-Band and he’s a Green-Band. To strike above your rank is treasonous! What’s more, you crossed two ranks… even my Qian family can’t protect you!”
    

    

    
      “Do you feel better?”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      “My lady, do you feel better now?”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu was speechless. “Why are you saying that now? What if I do feel better… I do feel better.”
    

    

    
      “Then that’s enough. You don’t need to protect me. That punch repays you for the travel expenses.”
    

    

    
      Soldiers surged in from the tent entrance and quickly surrounded ‘Jiang Shi.’
    

    

    
      An elderly man rushed to Luo Weijin’s side and seemed to be using a token to heal him.
    

    

    
      He shot a fierce glare at ‘Jiang Shi,’ though his band was also just Black—likely another Luo family guard.
    

    

    
      ‘Jiang Shi’ pushed Qian Gongyu aside and used her left thumb to slide the blade out an inch—ready to fight.
    

    

    
      With most of the food collected and the dungeon entrance nearby, Yan Qing wasn’t interested in abiding by local gang rules.
    

    

    
      He’d just fight his way into the instance.
    

    

    
      “Seize her! Arrest that treasonous wretch!” Luo Weijin shouted, still clutching his mouth and whistling slightly as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “To dare strike a noble—she must be captured and punished as an example! As expected, the Qian family is a bunch of mongrel beasts—unfit to be called nobles!”
    

    

    
      “No!”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu rushed in front of ‘Jiang Shi’ and tightly pursed her lips. “The Qian family can pay money and apologize—there’s no need—”
    

    

    
      “Pay money and apologize? What do you take the Yunfu Luo Clan for? Some down-and-out house you can trample with silver?” Luo Weijin was determined to save face.
    

    

    
      “She must die!”
    

    

    
      “Heh. You can try protecting that wretch. Let me see the Qian family’s spine—if you’re not afraid of being expelled from the noble ranks.”
    

    

    
      The soldiers drew their weapons.
    

    

    
      ‘Jiang Shi’ gripped her blade again and pushed Qian Gongyu aside once more.
    

    

    
      But this time, Qian Gongyu stood her ground—‘Jiang Shi’ couldn’t move her despite the force.
    

    

    
      Tensions reached a breaking point.
    

    

    
      Just as everyone thought a fight was inevitable, a voice as clear as a silver bell stopped the conflict.
    

    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    

    
      From the crowd emerged a noble girl in red robes.
    

    

    
      Her demeanor was elegant, her expression cool.
    

    

    
      Her voice wasn’t loud, but it rang clearly in every ear.
    

    

    
      “Take it as a favor to me, Shang Xinlei—this conflict ends here.”
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      Chapter 39: An Interesting Woman
    

    

    
      "Shang Xinlei."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu’s voice trembled as she leaned close to ‘Jiang Ten’s’ ear and whispered, "She’s the fourth young lady of the Shang Family, the most beloved daughter of Shang Xuanwen. Her two elder brothers hold immense power, and she herself ranks eleventh on the Hidden Dragon List—she’s one of the most powerful women in the Liang Kingdom… I thought it was just a collateral member of the Shang Family, I didn’t expect it to be her!"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t as emotional as Qian Gongyu. After all, he had seen his share of top-tier rich beauties—like Ying Ru Shi, the County Lord of Lecheng he met in Qi—he had even splattered her with blood on the spot.
    

    

    
      The Hidden Dragon List piqued his interest a bit, but now was not the time for questions.
    

    

    
      "Fourth Lady Shang."
    

    

    
      Even with his face a mess, Luo Weijin still forced a polite smile. "This little matter hardly needs to trouble you, right?"
    

    

    
      "Since it’s a small matter, why not drop it altogether," Shang Xinlei followed his words. "There’s no need to ruin everyone’s fun over something so trivial."
    

    

    
      Luo Weijin was momentarily at a loss for words. It wasn’t that he couldn’t argue with Shang Xinlei’s reasoning, but he could hear that she had made up her mind to protect Qian Gongyu and her guard.
    

    

    
      If he insisted on pursuing it, it would be showing no regard for Shang Xinlei’s face.
    

    

    
      Just like Qian Gongyu couldn’t fall out with Luo Weijin earlier when he humiliated her family, Luo Weijin now found it difficult to push forward over a single punch and risk offending Shang Xinlei—faced with unpredictable consequences, people tended to endure losses they could bear.
    

    

    
      Humans are social animals, even Messengers are no exception.
    

    

    
      Those who can live in isolation from society are either gods or madmen.
    

    

    
      Just when it seemed the conflict had been resolved, an unexpected twist occurred.
    

    

    
      "This is not a small matter."
    

    

    
      A girl in military attire parted the crowd and walked to the front, facing Shang Xinlei directly. She had a petite figure, tight clothes and long boots, completely out of place among the formally dressed crowd, but her nobility and arrogance remained undiminished—or rather, the ability to dress however one pleased on such occasions was itself a mark of nobility.
    

    

    
      Since Shang Xinlei was slightly taller, the girl stopped three or four steps away to maintain eye level.
    

    

    
      "According to Volume 22, ‘Litigation Law’, of the Liang Code, any servant who assaults the principal kin or grandparents of their master shall be hanged; if injury is caused, execution shall follow. Moreover, according to the rites, the imperial family rules the realm, followed by aristocratic clans, then noble families, with commoners last." The girl said, "For someone of lowly background to injure someone of higher standing, punishment is only just."
    

    

    
      "Our Great Liang rules by law and distinguishes ranks through ritual. If the hierarchy is reversed, and servants may harm their betters, how are we different from the northern barbarians?"
    

    

    
      The tent fell into silence. No one dared speak, because the girl confronting Shang Xinlei wore a purple ribbon on her wrist.
    

    

    
      Only three families in all of Liang were qualified to wear the purple ribbon—she hailed from a top-tier noble clan whose fate was tied to that of the nation itself!
    

    

    
      How could families of lesser nobility dare meddle in a clash between a Red-Gate aristocrat and a Purple-Ribbon noble?
    

    

    
      "Jie Yuanshao, you are absolutely right."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei suddenly smiled and spread her hands. "It was my oversight—let’s drag her out and execute her, then."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu’s face turned pale, her legs went weak, and she nearly collapsed to her knees. Across from her, Luo Weijin lit up with joy, straightening with pride, his gaze toward ‘Jiang Ten’ and the others filled with venom.
    

    

    
      "Hold on!"
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao halted the guards and said, "The Qian Family guard was at fault, yes, but only because you, Luo Weijin, provoked Qian Gongyu first, insulting her household and prompting the guard to strike in defense of their master’s dignity. From the standpoint of loyalty and righteousness, the Qian Family guard is blameless!"
    

    

    
      "Violation of hierarchy should be punished by law; but loyalty and righteousness should be rewarded by ritual!"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei proposed, "Then why not execute him, then bury him with great honor and erect a monument in his name?"
    

    

    
      "Once dead, a man cannot return to life. Can men of loyalty and righteousness be squandered over a petty affair like this?" Jie Yuanshao slowly shook her head and looked at Luo Weijin. "The Yunfu Luo Clan descends from a Prime Minister, but you, Luo Weijin, lack a statesman’s magnanimity. Instead, you’re belligerent and petty, making enemies everywhere, and show no respect for your subordinates. We nobles were not born to trample on others, but to lead the ignorant masses onto the right path. That punch from the Qian Family guard was retribution you earned. I hope you recognize your fault and can still become a pillar of our Liang Kingdom."
    

    

    
      Luo Weijin stared wide-eyed at Jie Yuanshao, trying to read her expression, but no matter how he looked, her young face remained serious and solemn, not a trace of jest.
    

    

    
      He finally realized—she meant every word.
    

    

    
      She truly believed that!
    

    

    
      If a commoner had said this, Luo Weijin would have dismissed it like a barking dog; if it came from a noble of similar standing, he’d feign agreement but sneer behind their back; but these words came from Jie Yuanshao of the Purple-Ribbon clan, fifth in line to inherit the Jiangbei Military Command!
    

    

    
      "You’re right, Lady Jie," Luo Weijin took a deep breath and bowed his blood-dripping head. "I was wrong."
    

    

    
      "But the death penalty can be spared," he looked at the expressionless "Jiang Ten," "but a servant hitting a noble scion can't go entirely unpunished, can it?"
    

    

    
      Even at the risk of offending Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao, Luo Weijin had to say it. Being slapped in the face by a servant at such an important event—many were already snickering at him behind his back. Even if he retaliated now, his lost face couldn’t be recovered. But if he didn’t retaliate, it would be even more humiliating, even a disgrace to the Luo Family. Then he’d be stuck at home forever, eating and waiting to die as a breeding stud.
    

    

    
      "There must be punishment, of course."
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao pointed to the woods outside the tent. "As everyone knows, the longer one lasts in the Mansu Woodland, the higher their personal and overall scores. According to its rules, each person may stay inside for up to six hours per day, no more than three days in total."
    

    

    
      "If that’s the case, why not require the Qian Family guard to persist in the Mansu Woodland for a full three days, totaling eighteen hours? If she exits early on any day, she receives whipping punishment—five lashes for every hour short. If she fails, she gets whipped; if she succeeds, the final rewards are shared by all, and everyone benefits."
    

    

    
      She scanned the group. "Does anyone object to this arrangement?"
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu immediately said, "The Qian Family has no objections!"
    

    

    
      Luo Weijin’s mouth twitched, but he still said, "The Luo Family has no objections."
    

    

    
      This farce had finally come to an end. Luo Weijin left the tent without a glance back. Clearly, with blood still in his mouth, he didn’t have the dignity to remain.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu also wanted to flee, but someone she couldn’t afford to offend blocked her path.
    

    

    
      "Apologies," Shang Xinlei stood before them and politely said, "I have a question for your guard… may I ask, is your sword a token?"
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      "Huh!?"
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu looked at ‘Jiang Ten’ in shock, then glanced at the white iron straight blade. Since ‘Jiang Ten’ had never displayed the power of a Messenger, Qian Gongyu naturally assumed she wasn’t one. And non-Messengers couldn’t possibly own a token—in Liang, even prospective Messengers had to scramble like dogs for a chance to earn one. Who would’ve thought an ordinary person would have one?
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei seemed to have noticed already. She asked, "May I take a look?"
    

    

    
      "No."
    

    

    
      Even through the screen, Yan Qing could see Qian Gongyu frantically winking—her lovely double eyelids blinking like Morse code. Her expression seemed to scream, ‘Say yes and I’ll do anything you want.’
    

    

    
      Whether sentimentally or logically, Yan Qing had no reason to refuse such a simple request from Shang Xinlei. Sentimentally, she had been the first to stand up for ‘Jiang Ten.’ Logically, she had no reason to covet an ordinary first-stage token like the white iron straight blade.
    

    

    
      Yet Yan Qing still had no intention of changing his mind.
    

    

    
      For some reason, his first impression of Shang Xinlei was extremely bad—like seeing the neighbor’s brat standing in front of his prized Gundam display case. He had a strong premonition: ‘She’s going to cause me trouble.’
    

    

    
      Despite never having met before, even though Shang Xinlei appeared as the perfect good girl—from looks to background to demeanor—he simply disliked her. Yan Qing couldn’t explain it and chalked it up to personality mismatch. Who’d have thought he could dislike a pretty girl?
    

    

    
      Even after being refused so bluntly, Shang Xinlei didn’t get angry. Instead, she asked with interest, "Are you really the Qian Family’s guard? If you’re worried about the trial in the Mansu Woodland, I can exempt you from punishment. If the Shang Family wishes to protect someone, even Jie Yuanshao can’t lay a finger on you. You just have to become one of us..."
    

    

    
      "She’s a Qian Family guard!" Qian Gongyu immediately stepped in front of ‘Jiang Ten,’ her face flushed. "She’s my guard—Qian Gongyu’s guard!"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei looked at the mother-hen-like Qian Gongyu and chuckled. "Alright, alright, I was being presumptuous. After all, with a guard this beautiful and loyal, who wouldn’t be fond of her… I’m Shang Xinlei. Pleased to meet you."
    

    

    
      "Qian Gongyu. Her name is Jiang Ten."
    

    

    
      "Then I’ll see you both tomorrow. Rest well for the Mansu Woodland trial." Shang Xinlei waved goodbye with a smile. "But my offer still stands, Jiang Ten. You can come find me anytime."
    

    

    
      Even though her wall was being knocked down right in front of her, Qian Gongyu still mustered her courage—since the intruder was someone she couldn’t afford to offend—and gave Shang Xinlei a fierce... glare.
    

    

    
      But even that glare made her nervous afterward, and she quickly dragged ‘Jiang Ten’ back to her carriage.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei returned to the second floor of her carriage—yes, as a Red-Gate noble, her family could afford a double-decker carriage with sixteen horses. Even in the wilderness, they could live in a landbound palace of extreme luxury.
    

    

    
      She sat at her desk, pulled out a piece of xuan paper, and began sketching. In no time, she completed a simple drawing of the white iron straight blade. Then she pulled a book from the shelf titled Blade Speech, which recorded nearly all known blade-type tokens from ancient times to the present—of course, it only included tokens from the first to third stages.
    

    

    
      After a brief comparison, Shang Xinlei confirmed that none of the blades in the book resembled the white iron straight blade. She could conclude it was a newly emerged blade-type token.
    

    

    
      A new token often signaled the appearance of a new secret realm. If it were anyone else investigating, they would have been overjoyed and immediately plotted to extract the secret realm’s location from the bearer.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, this wasn’t Shang Xinlei’s first time seeing the white iron straight blade.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten in the Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      An Wu of Anguo Temple in Chang’an.
    

    

    
      And... Yellow Dog of the Thieves' House.
    

    

    
      These individuals came from scattered regions with seemingly no connection, yet they all possessed tokens from the same secret realm.
    

    

    
      "Things... are starting to get interesting."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s body trembled slightly. She subconsciously bit her nails. Even though she still knew nothing, just the realization that she "didn’t know" was enough to make her tremble with excitement.
    

    

    
      She felt like she stood before the curtain of the world. Though she still couldn’t glimpse the secrets behind it, she now knew how to lift one corner of it.
    

    

    
      "But Jiang Ten’s attitude toward me is strange… Could it be that she recognized me?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei opened a jewelry box and took out a pair of sunglasses. When she put them on—though her face remained otherwise uncovered—the reflection in the mirror showed someone else. Someone who resembled her, yet clearly was not her.
    

    

    
      The others at the Thieves' House all thought she barely disguised herself by casually wearing sunglasses. But in truth, her disguise was the most flawless of them all.
    

    

    
      First-Stage Token · Sunglasses of the Mortal.
    

    

    
      Though it was only a first-stage token, her father had obtained it years ago from an accidental venture into a secret realm. It was the only pair in all of Liang. Its effect was simple—it made everyone unable to recognize the wearer.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei had tested the sunglasses’ power many times and was confident that the others from the Thieves’ House couldn’t recognize her.
    

    

    
      So Jiang Ten’s dislike of her wasn’t about recognition—it was pure.
    

    

    
      "She actually dislikes me…" Shang Xinlei opened the window and glanced at the distant Qian Family carriage. "What an interesting woman."
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      Chapter 40: Shelter
    

    

    
      After returning to the carriage, Qian Gongyu didn’t say a word.
    

    

    
      Her gaze toward ‘Jiang Ten’ was filled with hesitation, as if she had a thousand words caught in her throat, swirling thoughts and a heart full of longing.
    

    

    
      “If there’s nothing else, I’ll head out to exercise. I just saw a martial practice ground outside.”
    

    

    
      “You’re going out again? What if you run into Luo Weijin and the others? Even if they kill you, they’d only need to pay a small compensation!”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      Seeing how calm ‘Jiang Ten’ was, Qian Gongyu immediately felt some regret and muttered, “I wasn’t blaming you… It’s because of me that you offended Luo Weijin. I just don’t want you to get hurt…”
    

    

    
      She paused for a moment. “Next time something like this happens, don’t get involved. It’s fine if they say a few harsh words—I’m used to it. Right now, the Qian family must endure humiliation. As the head of the Qian family, I should bear this pressure—”
    

    

    
      “There won’t be a next time.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?” Qian Gongyu was stunned.
    

    

    
      Whatever she thought of made her mood plummet instantly.
    

    

    
      “That’s right… Miss Shang values you so much, and she can help you avoid punishment for entering the Mansu Woodland. She can even offer you a better future. Compared to that, the Qian family really is too small…”
    

    

    
      “I have no reason to stop you from chasing a better future. We’ve only known each other for one day…”
    

    

    
      “If I were Miss Shang, I would definitely recruit you too. You were absolutely brilliant just now—surrounded by all those Imperial Guards, yet completely fearless…”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu fell into a long-winded murmur.
    

    

    
      Although Yan Qing wanted to explain that he wouldn’t be joining the Shang family, he felt doing so might give Qian Gongyu unnecessary hope.
    

    

    
      After all, he planned to flee after clearing the Mansu Woodland instance.
    

    

    
      But Qian Gongyu in this state was hard to communicate with.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, he already knew how to handle her.
    

    

    
      “Miss, shut up.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu immediately shut her mouth, looking pitifully at ‘Jiang Ten’ like a chick begging a hen not to leave.
    

    

    
      “Introduce Mansu Woodland. Why is entering Mansu Woodland considered a punishment?”
    

    

    
      “Mansu Woodland…”
    

    

    
      When it came to serious matters, Qian Gongyu’s expression turned solemn.
    

    

    
      She took a moment to organize her thoughts before slowly saying, “Mansu Woodland has always been a trial ground in the Jiangnan region since ancient times. In the past, it was monopolized by two or three families. Until the founding of Great Liang, Emperor Taizu designated Mansu Woodland as a national secret realm. Every year in mid-March, anyone can come to participate in the trial.”
    

    

    
      “However, nobles rarely take part in this event. Most participants are sons of prominent families and their attendants. Like this time, the fourth Miss of the Shang family and the eldest Miss of the Jie family are actually here… Once this news spreads, the number of people here might double in a few days.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing found it odd.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you say anyone could come to Mansu Woodland? Then why is it only nobles and aristocrats? What about commoners?”
    

    

    
      “How would commoners even hear about Mansu Woodland?”
    

    

    
      At this, Qian Gongyu proudly lifted her chin.
    

    

    
      “Even newly risen blue-banded families might not have the channels to know. Only my Qian family, with a legacy spanning thirty-three generations, unlike those upstart families with no foundation, knows about Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      Although my Qian family is merely a blue-banded noble, we’re still the very top tier among them!
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing didn’t care whether the Qian family was the emperor or a beggar among blue-banded families.
    

    

    
      He quickly urged Qian Gongyu to share the intel she had.
    

    

    
      According to Qian Gongyu, Mansu Woodland is a continuous instance lasting three days.
    

    

    
      The earliest entry date is the 15th, and the latest is the 21st.
    

    

    
      After the 21st, no new participants are allowed.
    

    

    
      Once someone enters Mansu Woodland, two ranking boards appear outside: the “Personal Scoreboard” and the “Total Scoreboard.”
    

    

    
      Each person can stay in Mansu Woodland for six hours per day.
    

    

    
      They may leave early, but they must enter for all three consecutive days.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, they’re considered to have forfeited participation—even if it’s before the 24th, they won’t be allowed back in.
    

    

    
      The reward mechanism in Mansu Woodland is also different from other secret realms.
    

    

    
      It’s split into two settlements.
    

    

    
      The first is after a Messenger completes the three-day trial—personal scores are tallied to generate treasure chest rewards.
    

    

    
      The second is after the entire event ends, on March 24th—ten Grand Treasure Chests are generated based on the total scoreboard.
    

    

    
      According to the rules set by Great Liang, individual chests belong to the individual.
    

    

    
      But the ten Grand Treasure Chests are shared among all participating aristocratic and noble family children—note, only noble family children.
    

    

    
      People like ‘Jiang Ten’, a black-banded guard, aren’t qualified to get a share.
    

    

    
      At first glance, this rule seems discriminatory.
    

    

    
      It is discriminatory, but its essence is that the court encourages noble youths to actively participate in Mansu Woodland, instead of sending guards or servants as a formality.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing guessed that in-game, the ten Grand Treasure Chests generated by the total scoreboard likely serve as the PVP content of this limited-time event—whoever grabs them first gets them.
    

    

    
      But in real life, there wouldn’t be any PVP.
    

    

    
      The royal court and noble families had long since negotiated the allocation.
    

    

    
      They wouldn’t let some stray dog grab a share.
    

    

    
      As for the most important part—the content of the secret realm in Mansu Woodland—Qian Gongyu naturally shared everything she knew.
    

    

    
      “I don’t know the exact details either,” Qian Gongyu admitted honestly. “Because I’ve never been inside.”
    

    

    
      “But from what I know, Mansu Woodland isn’t so much a secret realm as it is a trial.”
    

    

    
      “Everyone inside will encounter terrifying hallucinations. Those with weak wills will quickly succumb to the pressure and withdraw early. The longer one can endure inside, the higher their score will be.”
    

    

    
      “Unlike other secret realms, anyone entering Mansu Woodland is teleported to their own trial ground, so grouping up isn’t possible.”
    

    

    
      “But the trial isn’t necessarily solo. As long as enough people enter at the same time, a four-person team can often be formed to undergo the trial together.”
    

    

    
      “In our aristocratic circles, the most important gain from Mansu Woodland isn't the reward chests from the score settlement, but talent selection.”
    

    

    
      “Anyone who earns a high score in Mansu Woodland is proven to have extremely strong willpower and great potential. No matter which family they’re from, they’ll receive prioritized training and resources.”
    

    

    
      “Generally speaking, those who can persist in Mansu Woodland for three hours are all talented enough to make the Hidden Dragon List.”
    

    

    
      “The court also uses this method to select future pillars of the state, even awarding contribution points based on each family’s performance in Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      “In the past, I probably wouldn’t have come to participate in Mansu Woodland. After all, I’m the sole heir of the Qian family, and don’t need to prove my potential.”
    

    

    
      “But ever since… the Qian family’s situation worsened, our contribution points have dropped year after year. If this keeps up, we’ll fall out of the noble ranks.”
    

    

    
      “I have no choice but to seize every opportunity to raise our contribution points and safeguard the Qian family’s noble status.”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, Qian Gongyu glanced secretly at ‘Jiang Ten’, lightly biting her lip, her fingers nervously twisting together, as if struggling internally.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten-jie, you should go to the Shang family now and get your punishment lifted.”
    

    

    
      She lowered her head and said slowly, “The reason I tried so hard to win you over is because I believed you’d surely score high in Mansu Woodland, and that way my Qian family could earn more contribution points as well.”
    

    

    
      “If I hadn’t tried to use you, you wouldn’t have offended the Luo family, let alone gotten punished… it’s my fault.”
    

    

    
      The carriage fell into a long silence.
    

    

    
      Only the rustling of birds and insects could be heard from the forest outside.
    

    

    
      After a while, Qian Gongyu caught sight of ‘Jiang Ten’ standing up, and immediately bowed her head even lower, wishing she could bury her face in her chest.
    

    

    
      Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh…
    

    

    
      Rhythmic whooshing sounds echoed in the carriage.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu looked up to see ‘Jiang Ten’ practicing punches in the clearing.
    

    

    
      “You, what are you doing?”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you say it’s dangerous outside? Then I’ll train my fists here.”
    

    

    
      “Aren’t you going to the Shang family? You don’t need to worry about me, after all I can’t protect—”
    

    

    
      “I’m not worrying about you. But I won’t go to the Shang family either.”
    

    

    
      “But without the Shang family’s protection, how will you escape punishment? The one in charge of the whipping is Luo Weijin’s man—he won’t let you go!”
    

    

    
      “Simple. I just won’t give them the chance to punish me.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu stared blankly at ‘Jiang Ten’ practicing as if no one else was there.
    

    

    
      She didn’t know what to say.
    

    

    
      Not giving them the chance to punish… that would mean staying in Mansu Woodland for the full six hours—
    

    

    
      She didn’t even know if anyone had ever achieved that theoretical record.
    

    

    
      Even Shang Xinlei or Jie Yuanshao probably wouldn’t dare make such a bold claim.
    

    

    
      Arrogant? Ignorant? Reckless?
    

    

    
      She wanted to stress the danger of Mansu Woodland again, to let ‘Jiang Ten’ know how wild her thinking was.
    

    

    
      But whether it was because she couldn’t bear to push away this precious gem she’d been lucky to find, or because ‘Jiang Ten’s confidence shone too brightly beyond even noble heirs, she said nothing.
    

    

    
      Instead, she went back and changed into a more flexible training outfit.
    

    

    
      “You want to practice your fists, right? I’ll go out and spar with you. Don’t underestimate me—I became a Messenger through fist techniques!”
    

    

    
      “Your punches are average. Looks like you haven’t trained much before. I’ll teach you when I have time.”
    

    

    
      “That one didn’t count. Let’s go again…”
    

    

    
      “You’re improving fast. Looks like I have to take it seriously…”
    

    

    
      “You just got lucky earlier. Now I’m going all out!”
    

    

    
      “Ow, ow, ow—”
    

    

    
      By the time they returned to the carriage, Qian Gongyu was completely exhausted, dirty from head to toe, clearly having been knocked down more than once.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, Jiang Ten, just now I helped you practice punches, now you have to bathe with me!”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      “Once we’ve bathed, stop practicing punches. Otherwise, you’ll sweat again. Hurry to bed—we have to enter Mansu Woodland early tomorrow. Come on, sleep with me. My bed can still fit another.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      “This is my first time sleeping with someone my age. Hey, hey, Jiang Ten, what do you usually do?”
    

    

    
      “Train.”
    

    

    
      “I’m telling you, the chicken from my hometown is super tasty. You must come back with me to try it someday.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      “Shang Xinlei’s outfit looks so good. I want to make a set when I go back. Should I order one for you too? What color do you like?”
    

    

    
      “Miss, sleep.”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing put down the game console and glanced at the notes on Mansu Woodland on the table.
    

    

    
      A random instance with up to four people, lasting three days, each session up to twelve hours.
    

    

    
      The content is hallucinations and mental pressure.
    

    

    
      Scoring is based on how long you can endure…
    

    

    
      This instance… seems boring.
    

    

    
      After all, players don’t actually enter the instance.
    

    

    
      The game just puts pressure on the characters through illusions—what’s that got to do with the players?
    

    

    
      And this is supposed to be the annual limited-time instance in The Messenger?
    

    

    
      This is it?
    

    

    
      Guess I’ll have to enter the instance to understand its mechanics.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next morning, the sky was clear and bright.
    

    

    
      Imperial Guards had already gathered, standing guard at the entrance to Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      The noble children, having eaten breakfast, lounged in small groups on the grass chatting.
    

    

    
      When Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao appeared, they immediately swarmed over and formed a social circle centered around the two of them.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu and ‘Jiang Ten’ were naturally outsiders with no qualification to join.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Qian Gongyu was visibly nervous, her little hands rubbing frantically like a fly.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, we’re about to go in… why don’t you go find Shang Xinlei instead…”
    

    

    
      “If you really can’t endure, don’t force it. I heard some people went mad from staying too long in Mansu Woodland…”
    

    

    
      “Or how about we wait till the end, and once they go in, we just leave? Uncle Lin is still in the carriage anyway—we can leave anytime!”
    

    

    
      “Miss…”
    

    

    
      “I’m not saying anything more, not saying anything…”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Luo Weijin walked over, followed by his elderly guard.
    

    

    
      The guard’s eyes, though aged and weathered, still gleamed sharply as they locked onto ‘Jiang Ten.’
    

    

    
      “I’ve prepared a sharkskin whip,” Luo Weijin said with a sinister tone. “One lash can peel the flesh clean off—very satisfying, very pretty.”
    

    

    
      “You better pray you can last inside.”
    

    

    
      “You’re the one who should pray.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      “If I have to leave Mansu Woodland early, the first thing I’ll do is kill you.”
    

    

    
      “I won’t endure humiliation. I’ll only die.”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha, just you—”
    

    

    
      The moment ‘Jiang Ten’ pushed out her White Iron Straight Blade by one inch with her left thumb, the elderly guard behind Luo Weijin immediately pulled him behind himself, gripping his sword hilt with a solemn expression.
    

    

    
      Luo Weijin gave a few dry laughs.
    

    

    
      Seeing ‘Jiang Ten’ still expressionless, he finally realized she wasn’t joking.
    

    

    
      He spat out a “lunatic” and fled in panic.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu, however, grew nervous again.
    

    

    
      “You were just joking earlier, right?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, the assembly horn sounded, and everyone gathered at the entrance to Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      Though called an entrance, it was actually just a forest shrouded in dense mist.
    

    

    
      There wasn’t a specific gate—just walk into the fog to enter the secret realm of Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      The official in charge of security gave a round of encouraging but hollow words, then told them to enter the forest within fifteen minutes.
    

    

    
      According to tests by Great Liang, participants who enter within fifteen minutes of each other may be grouped together to resist the hallucinations.
    

    

    
      Those who delay longer risk being “left out.”
    

    

    
      Although all information indicated the grouping was random, countless people still rushed in right after Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao—what better way to bond than going through an adventure together?
    

    

    
      If they could team up with these two noble heiresses in Mansu Woodland, they’d marry them in a heartbeat!
    

    

    
      The only two exceptions were the Luo and Qian families.
    

    

    
      Luo Weijin seemed worried they would sneak away, so he deliberately waited until the end.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu bit her silver teeth and pulled ‘Jiang Ten’s hand as they stepped into the misty forest.
    

    

    
      But such tricks obviously couldn’t override the instance mechanism.
    

    

    
      As they stepped into the forest, the mist flowed like water and separated Qian Gongyu’s reluctant hand.
    

    

    
      ‘Jiang Ten’ kept walking through the fog.
    

    

    
      She walked for about five minutes before the mist slowly dissipated.
    

    

    
      What appeared on the screen was a clearing in the forest.
    

    

    
      A simple wooden hut sat there, dilapidated, full of gaps and cracks, looking like it could collapse at the slightest gust.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten! Come quick!”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu poked her head out from the hut, waving frantically, her face unable to hide a devious grin.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought the hallucination had already started, but upon entering the hut, he understood why Qian Gongyu was so greedily excited—
    

    

    
      Besides ‘Jiang Ten’ and Qian Gongyu, their other two teammates were familiar faces.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao!
    

    

    
      The two most prestigious and well-connected people in the entire camp were in this team!
    

    

    
      No wonder Qian Gongyu was practically drooling.
    

    

    
      Now she’d probably be willing to take a beating in place of ‘Jiang Ten’ without complaint.
    

    

    
      “It’s you, huh.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao had already settled in, sitting cross-legged on the ground and calmly said, “Let’s work hard together.”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, feel free to come to me anytime,” Shang Xinlei giggled.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu walked over to ‘Jiang Ten’, leaned in close and whispered, “This might be our only chance in life. As long as we become friends with them, the Qian family will have nothing to worry about.”
    

    

    
      “Later, you have to help me perform well—let them see the grace of the Qian family head… Hey, hey, Jiang Ten, pay attention to me!”
    

    

    
      To the others, “Jiang Ten” looked like she was spacing out.
    

    

    
      She stood at the door, motionless, her eyes unfocused and staring into the void.
    

    

    
      In the Thieves’ House, Yan Qing wasn’t paying attention to the thoughts between the three girls at all.
    

    

    
      He was fully focused on the new information appearing on the screen.
    

    

    
      “Wooden Hut”
    

    

    
      “Shelter Level: 0”
    

    

    
      “Maximum Shelter Duration: 12 hours”
    

    

    
      “Build Capacity: 0/6”
    

    

    
      “Shelter Supplies: 0 Wood, 0 Stone (More resources must be collected to unlock) (Place collected resources near the hut to convert them into shelter supplies)”
    

    

    
      “Available Upgrade Options—”
    

    

    
      “Shelter Upgrade: Stone Hut – Requires 15 Wood, 5 Stone”
    

    

    
      “Defense Facility: Wall – Requires 20 Stone”
    

    

    
      “Attack Facility: Wooden Crossbow Mechanism – Requires 10 Wood (Can be built multiple times)”
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      No wonder this instance lasted three days.
    

    

    
      No wonder this instance limited daily playtime.
    

    

    
      No wonder this instance suited all players.
    

    

    
      It turned out that this wasn’t a trial instance at all, but a survival construction instance!
    

    

    
      “The next wave of monsters will attack in 04:25.”
    

    

    
      There was no time to waste. Although Yan Qing didn’t know how difficult gathering resources would be, since this instance was designed for four players, the difference between high‑level and low‑level players lay here — high‑level players gathered faster, low‑level players slower.
    

    

    
      And the fastest way to gather resources, without a doubt, was for all four to work together, arranging who collected which resource rather than randomly picking up junk. If Yan Qing guessed correctly, in the original game all four had construction rights, meaning they also had to agree on a construction direction. Otherwise, if even one person acted like a loose cannon, everyone’s instance experience would spiral into unpredictable chaos.
    

    

    
      This type of instance was Yan Qing’s least favorite: high interaction, heavy communication, no entry barriers, and teammates' quality relied entirely on random draws. If luck was on his side, the four teammates might become friends after three days of chatting; if not, it would turn into a three‑day off‑game PVP experience with teammates being roasted on forums.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, he had at least one teammate who would follow orders.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Miss, do you have the ability to move stones?”
    

    

    
      “Ah?” Qian Gong Yu was a bit puzzled, but she still answered, “Yes, I have the token ‘Ox Bone Finger Chain,’ which can give my fingers the strength of nine oxen.”
    

    

    
      “Time is tight. I’ll keep it brief: I want you to move as many stones as possible near the wooden hut within one cup of tea’s time.”
    

    

    
      Cold and haughty Jiang Shi finished speaking and left the wooden hut, leaving the stunned Qian Gong Yu and two top-tier wealthy beauties she dared not offend.
    

    

    
      Qian Gong Yu opened her mouth and, trembling, turned to look at Shang Xin Lei and Jie Yuan Shao, forcing an extremely awkward smile: “Mi‑my apologies to both of you for her rudeness!”
    

    

    
      Never mind a mere black belt—if someone from a blue-blooded clan like hers dared speak to Shang Xin Lei and Jie Yuan Shao like that, they could kill her for humiliating them without any repercussions.
    

    

    
      Although Liang Nation didn’t allow aristocratic warriors to kill freely like Qi Kingdom or Zhou Kingdom, it granted more “legal killing” rights—inferior people had to strictly observe etiquette and show enough respect to aristocrats, or they could be beaten or killed at will.
    

    

    
      “One cup of tea’s time is short. Little Yu, aren’t you getting to work?” Shang Xin Lei said with a smile.
    

    

    
      “Li‑little Yu?!”
    

    

    
      Qian Gong Yu was instantly overwhelmed by this grand delight, so excited she couldn’t speak, feeling that coming here had been worth it. Even though Shang Xin Lei wouldn’t offer her any help, simply being called “Little Yu” by the Fourth Miss Shang would pull the Qian family out of their notorious mire—just having a word with Miss Shang would be enough to earn respect from other noble clans.
    

    

    
      Watching Qian Gong Yu stumble out of the wooden hut like she’d drunk fake wine, Shang Xin Lei turned to Jie Yuan Shao: “I’m planning to help check things out. Aren’t you coming?”
    

    

    
      “Of course I’m not going. Based on the intel I have, illusions will strike after at most one cup of tea’s time. Staying in the wooden hut is safest. There’s no reason to go move stones.” Jie Yuan Shao sat cross‑legged on the ground without moving. “Also, you seem so fond of that bodyguard. Even if you want to bring her into your fold, without awe and authority, that isn’t the way to command others.”
    

    

    
      “You claim to be skilled at reading people. Didn’t you see that Jiang Shi is absolutely the type who refuses to bow to anyone?”
    

    

    
      Saying that, Shang Xin Lei left the hut too, leaving Jie Yuan Shao alone inside, closing her eyes to rest.
    

    

    
      “All things have their hierarchies. How could anyone remain isolated? Even if one’s heart resists, one will ultimately bow under pressure.” Jie Yuan Shao murmured. “Everyone will bow—including you, Shang Xin Lei.”
    

    

    
      She glanced outside the hut. Though they entered at dawn, the secret realm’s celestial phenomena had darkened the Mansu Woodland to midnight-like gloom, with only faint moonlight piercing the trees. As they left, the small wooden hut suddenly felt vast, swallowed by darkness.
    

    

    
      Normally, participants would bring candles or other illumination tools, but Jie Yuan Shao had come here to hone her will and hadn’t brought anything to reduce the difficulty. She silently sat in the dark for several seconds, then stood and walked to the door, muttering to herself: “I just wanted to remind them to come back quickly. The trial hasn’t even begun. How could I be afraid…”
    

    

    
      One cup of tea’s time passed quickly. Qian Gong Yu only managed to move two large stones. Shang Xin Lei hadn’t moved any stones herself; instead, she shaped three stones into oval forms and then pushed them, causing them to roll clatteringly near the hut.
    

    

    
      Jiang Shi, who instructed them to move stones, returned empty-handed.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Jie Yuan Shao immediately showed a look of disgust. Before she could speak, she saw Jiang Shi reach toward the clearing beside the hut, and a pile of wood appeared out of thin air, landing on the ground.
    

    

    
      At this sight, everyone’s pupils shrank. Qian Gong Yu couldn’t help but exclaim, “Jiang Shi, you actually have a ‘Storage Token’? And the space is this large… what level token is that…?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t have a Storage Token,” said Jiang Shi.
    

    

    
      This response was undoubtedly unsatisfactory. Even Qian Gongyu felt Jiang Shi was being a bit too rude—how was this different from treating them like fools and lying?
    

    

    
      But soon, they had no time to care about the trivial matter of the Storage Token.
    

    

    
      Because the ground was shaking.
    

    

    
      Rumble rumble rumble—
    

    

    
      As the intense rumbling continued, the wood and stones around the wooden hut seemed to be manipulated by invisible carpenters and masons, transforming at an incredible speed into construction materials.
    

    

    
      First, the wooden hut was instantly dismantled, then combined with the new timber and stones to become a larger, sturdier stone house.
    

    

    
      Some of the stones were stacked neatly into an exterior wall; some of the wood clattered together into massive ballistae. Because Jiang Shi had brought back so much wood, six ballistae were ultimately built and installed in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      When the dust settled, the three women—Shang Xinlei and the others—were speechless. Like country bumpkins who had never seen the world, they touched the stone house here, the wall there, and reached out to feel the ballistae, their faces filled with awe.
    

    

    
      Of course, they weren’t shocked by just these things—if this instance allowed bringing in servants and supplies, even Qian Gongyu could have armed the place into a fortress.
    

    

    
      But since this was a randomly matched secret realm, and the trial illusions came quickly, they hadn’t had time to even begin modifying the stronghold.
    

    

    
      From ancient times until now, everyone believed the Mansu Woodland secret realm was a test of willpower. Messengers could only hide inside the hut, enduring the pressure of illusions caused by demons outside.
    

    

    
      No one had ever thought of modifying the hut, let alone tried it.
    

    

    
      The three of them realized that a new chapter in the history of Mansu Woodland was about to be written.
    

    

    
      “Buzz—”
    

    

    
      A piercing and grating screech came with the wind, and Jie Yuanshao’s face changed dramatically. She quickly called everyone inside and slammed the door shut, speaking rapidly: “Don’t even think about defeating the monsters that appear. These monsters are illusions—immortal and indestructible. Even if a Third-Stage Messenger kills them a thousand times, they will resurrect instantly. The only thing we can do is stay here and hold out until the demon wave ends.”
    

    

    
      As soon as she finished speaking, dense fog rose from the forest, and massive monsters emerged from it.
    

    

    
      Some looked like lizards, others like monstrous birds, some like bats with scythe-like tails, and others like lions with wings. But regardless of their form, they were all enormous, with thick scales or fur covering their bodies.
    

    

    
      Even this upgraded stone house seemed powerless before them.
    

    

    
      However, most of the monsters just passed by, quickly vanishing into the mist, their destination unknown. Only one lizard-like monster remained.
    

    

    
      “A Savage Lizard Demon!” Jie Yuanshao said grimly. “That’s a demon only seen in Second-Stage secret realms!”
    

    

    
      With a roar from the Savage Lizard Demon, a horde of small savage lizards emerged from the fog. In the blink of an eye, there were dozens, then hundreds.
    

    

    
      They roared at the stone house, their cries merging into one—like rusted butcher knives slicing cruelly into their ears and souls!
    

    

    
      Everywhere the eye could see—monsters!
    

    

    
      “Don’t panic, don’t get agitated, don’t go outside!” Jie Yuanshao held them back, though even she was shaking. “They can’t breach the shelter, but the closer they get, the greater the pressure we’ll feel. In the end, we might even suffer mental collapse and become wrecks… so if you think you can’t hold out, you must dash into the mist between two demon waves to exit Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      “Whatever you do, don’t let the monsters kill you. Although it forces an exit, your soul will suffer severe trauma, and your strength will basically stop progressing.”
    

    

    
      “Most people don’t last even half an hour. But since our house is bigger and has a wall, it might be a bit easier.” At this point, Jie Yuanshao couldn’t help but glance at Jiang Shi, criticizing, “You should have put the ballistae inside the house—then we could have operated them. Building them outside is completely meaningless—”
    

    

    
      Swish!
    

    

    
      As the small savage lizards stepped within fifty meters of the shelter, the ballistae in the courtyard automatically locked on and fired!
    

    

    
      With the sound of bowstrings slicing the air, a sharp arrow flew over the wall, over fifty meters of grass, and pierced straight through a small lizard’s head!
    

    

    
      Blood gushed. With a pitiful wail, the little savage lizard crashed to the ground like a rag doll, never to rise again.
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      “No way…”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao’s fingers dug into the wall as she watched the scene, but she stared blankly at the little ferocious lizard collapsing in the distance.
    

    

    
      “How is this possible…”
    

    

    
      As the little ferocious lizards kept approaching, the wooden crossbows began to unleash their power, firing every three seconds. By the time the lizards got close to the outer wall, their numbers had already been reduced by a third, with no reinforcements arriving, and the six crossbows continued to chip away at them as they attacked.
    

    

    
      “Demons killed by the crossbows… they don’t resurrect?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei murmured softly, her voice filled with astonishment. She abruptly turned to Jiang Shi: “You knew this?”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao also looked over; the two top noble heirs of the Liang Kingdom fixed heated gazes on Jiang Shi, the black-belt guard. Qian Gongyu noticed their expressions. This was clearly a chance to get closer, but for some reason, a deep sense of… worry welled up inside her.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t know.” Jiang Shi’s face remained calm. “It’s my first time coming to Mansu Forest.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao opened her mouth, clearly with countless questions, but she held back and continued watching the battle unfold through the window. Qian Gongyu quietly approached Jiang Shi, nibbling her lower lip, her face etched with concern, unsure what she could do.
    

    

    
      “Miss.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Shi reached out and gently ruffled Qian Gongyu’s hair.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry.”
    

    

    
      Roar—!!!
    

    

    
      With a deafening roar, the giant ferocious lizard demon in the distance started moving toward the stone hut! By now, the wall had lost half its structure. Though the crossbows were efficient, dozens of little ferocious lizards were still attacking the wall.
    

    

    
      Jiang Shi suddenly spoke up: “You must help. At this rate, the wall will collapse, and the lizard demon will enter the courtyard and destroy the crossbows. Then we’ll lose any chance of killing it.”
    

    

    
      “But how can we help?” Shang Xinlei asked. “The demons we kill will resurrect.”
    

    

    
      “How long until they resurrect?” Jiang Shi asked.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao immediately replied, “According to my family’s records, it takes about ten breaths.”
    

    

    
      “Go out and kill all the little ferocious lizards attacking the wall,” Jiang Shi commanded. “Don’t let them damage it—buy the crossbows time to kill the big lizard demon.”
    

    

    
      “You’re not going?” Shang Xinlei sounded surprised.
    

    

    
      “I’m not a messenger yet.”
    

    

    
      Not yet.
    

    

    
      What a bold claim—it sounded as if she could become a Messenger anytime if she chose to.
    

    

    
      Yet strangely, none of the three present suspected her of lying. Even more strangely, although Jiang Shi was the weakest, all three messengers obeyed her direction.
    

    

    
      After leaving the stone hut, the roars of the little lizards grew louder and fiercer, but still within bearable limits. Jie Yuanshao and the others were unsurprised—according to previous records, the mental pressure from demon waves builds gradually; it was tolerable at first, but after an hour even a second-stage Messenger would struggle.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu, trembling with fear, stepped behind the wall. She watched a little lizard attack the wall repeatedly, then flicked her finger at the perfect moment, neatly splitting its skull.
    

    

    
      Unlike the crossbow kills, the lizard’s exploding skull didn’t spatter blood, and the corpse vanished instantly. After ten breaths, a brand-new little lizard appeared in the same spot, resuming its assault on the wall.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao were undoubtedly more efficient: Shang Xinlei used a pair of flying rings, spinning like boomerangs among the lizards—she could kill three or four in one breath. Jie Yuanshao wielded a longsword, launching sword qi in midair; her kill rate matched Shang Xinlei’s.
    

    

    
      Thanks to their efforts, the little lizards outside the wall were wiped out, and all six crossbows focused on the big lizard demon within range, firing at once!
    

    

    
      “Whoa—!!”
    

    

    
      The demon let out a wailing shriek. Arrows pierced its body, blood gushing from the wounds—it was severely wounded. But it moved faster, and after the second volley from the crossbows, it smashed into the wall like a bulldozer. What remained of the half wall shattered, half of it collapsing instantly!
    

    

    
      “Keep suppressing the little lizards,” Jiang Shi ordered from the gate. “The wall can still hold—they can’t strike this hard every time.”
    

    

    
      Indeed, although the big lizard demon’s next attack was still fierce, it wasn’t as horrifying as the first. Yet the wall continued crumbling at an alarming speed. Seeing the wall on the verge of collapse, Jiang Shi stepped aside, ready to let them escape back into the stone hut to seek shelter.
    

    

    
      Just then, the fourth volley of crossbow bolts struck, turning the ferocious lizard demon into a bloody pincushion.
    

    

    
      The demon let out a miserable cry, but this time, it could no longer make a fierce charge—it collapsed to the ground and turned into a massive corpse.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Jiang Shi immediately blocked the door: “Quick, protect the crossbows! Don’t let the little ferocious lizards destroy them!”
    

    

    
      Even though they knew Jiang Shi was right, even Qian Gongyu couldn’t help but feel a hint of resentment.
    

    

    
      Once all the demons had been shot down by the crossbows, the girls stood amid the demon corpses in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Looking around in silence, Jie Yuanshao hesitantly asked, “Is it… over?”
    

    

    
      “It’s over,” Jiang Shi said. “The next wave will arrive in two quarter-hours.”
    

    

    
      “So everyone, it’s time to go out and gather resources.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Luo Weijin fled out of the thick mist, his face full of panic, stumbling and crawling.
    

    

    
      Only when he saw the elderly guards waiting at the entrance did he finally breathe a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      Like him, many noble children exited the Mansu Woodland—after all, many came here just to get by.
    

    

    
      Surviving the first demon wave was already considered passing; it was enough to report back to their families.
    

    

    
      Once Luo Weijin calmed down, the first thing he did was search for the two girls from the Qian Family.
    

    

    
      After looking around and finding no sign of them, he sneered, “They just got lucky…”
    

    

    
      “Come quick! Look at this!”
    

    

    
      “What’s going on? Why are the scores so high?”
    

    

    
      “Is there something wrong with the secret realm?”
    

    

    
      “I get it—it must be that the Shang and Jie families uncovered the secret of the Mansu Woodland!”
    

    

    
      “That must be it! That’s why those two noble ladies came to the woodland—it makes sense now!”
    

    

    
      “But why is Lady Jie’s score so low…?”
    

    

    
      Amid the rising voices of discussion nearby, Luo Weijin curiously approached and saw that everyone was looking at the scoreboard.
    

    

    
      Everyone who entered the Mansu Woodland had their names appear on the Personal Scoreboard, and teammates were listed together.
    

    

    
      Luo Weijin first saw his own score: 5 points.
    

    

    
      Most people had the same score as Luo Weijin, since surviving the first wave earned 5 points.
    

    

    
      Theoretically, 5 should be the highest score on the board at this stage, because increasing points required surviving the second wave.
    

    

    
      However, among the sea of 5-point entries, the four names at the top of the scoreboard shone like the blazing sun, too bright for anyone to stare directly.
    

    

    
      Luo Weijin rubbed his eyes multiple times and checked the list repeatedly before finally failing to suppress his emotions: “How can the scores be that high?!”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Shi: 256 points”
    

    

    
      “Qian Gongyu: 190 points”
    

    

    
      “Shang Xinlei: 180 points”
    

    

    
      “Jie Yuanshao: 50 points”
    

    

    

    

    

    

  
    Chapter 43: Blade Warrior Statue

    
      Chapter 43: Blade Warrior Statue
    

    

    
      The uproar caused by the personal score leaderboard didn’t affect those in the Mansu Woodland at all.
    

    

    
      Whether it was Qian Gongyu from the Blue-Ribbon Aristocracy, Shang Xinlei of the Shang Family, or Jie Yuanshao, the Purple-Ribbon Noble heir, they all had to go into the forest to scavenge for trash now.
    

    

    
      They soon noticed changes in the forest: aside from the area directly behind the shelter, the thick mist in other directions had thinned significantly, so the exploration range expanded from a 100-meter radius around the shelter to 500 meters.
    

    

    
      Such a vast area couldn’t be thoroughly searched in just half an hour, especially with the dense trees and complicated terrain, so everyone could only collect whatever they happened to see.
    

    

    
      As the half-hour was nearly over, Jiang Ten came running out of the forest while the three girls—Shang Xinlei and the others—were already waiting in the courtyard.
    

    

    
      Most of the items in the courtyard were wood and stone, with some sulfur and crystal, which Jie Yuanshao had picked up along the way—yes, she had seen a large pile of sulfur and crystal suddenly appear on the ground as if someone had deliberately dropped those resources there.
    

    

    
      These were rare resources Jiang Ten had mentioned before.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao wore a faintly proud expression, just waiting for Jiang Ten to ask, so she could casually explain how she found them.
    

    

    
      She wasn’t overly smug, since it wasn’t like she did anything special—just had good luck.
    

    

    
      But as the noble scion of the Jie Family in Jiangnan, being favored by destiny was only natural...
    

    

    
      Crash—
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten chose an empty spot and dumped a heap of gems onto the ground.
    

    

    
      These gems were huge, forming a small mountain, and their dreamlike luster dazzled the girls.
    

    

    
      “You found a gem mine?” Shang Xinlei suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      “Mine?” Jie Yuanshao immediately caught the key word.
    

    

    
      “The place where Xiaoyu and I first carried stones—when I returned just now, I found the stones had reset, and there was a stone mine hidden inside. The stones there are the perfect size—just need to be carried out,” Shang Xinlei said, pointing at the pile of stones formed into a small mountain. “Otherwise, there’s no way I could’ve collected this many in just two quarters of an hour.”
    

    

    
      “That stone mine is very different from the surrounding forest terrain. I was thinking—could there be other resource spots where we can easily gather rare materials?”
    

    

    
      “Your guess is probably correct,” Jiang Ten said calmly. “Aside from wood, which doesn’t seem to have fixed spots, all other resources likely have specific places where they can be mined in bulk. Where did that pile of sulfur and crystal come from?”
    

    

    
      “I picked it up on the way,” Jie Yuanshao said a bit dejectedly. “I didn’t find a resource point.”
    

    

    
      “I didn’t find one either,” Qian Gongyu raised her hand. “But I brought back a bunch of wood!”
    

    

    
      “You all did great,” Jiang Ten glanced at the resources in the courtyard. “You’ve already exceeded my expectations.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu, of course, beamed when Jiang Ten praised her, almost wagging an invisible tail behind her.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei couldn’t help but smile as well, but soon they felt something strange—Why are we being praised by a Black-Band Guard?
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten didn’t bother with their thoughts, crouching down and saying, “There’s still some time before the next wave of attacks. We must quickly discuss our strategy. Come here.”
    

    

    
      Everyone gathered and saw Jiang Ten drawing on the ground—and drawing rather badly, the wobbly lines looking like earthworms.
    

    

    
      Do normal people draw like this with their fingers?
    

    

    
      “We now have 132 units of wood, 101 stones, 50 gems, 12 sulfur, and 12 crystals,” Jiang Ten said, pointing at the first diagram. “This is a bunker—it costs 50 wood and 30 stone.”
    

    

    
      “This is a wooden crossbow—it costs 10 wood.”
    

    

    
      “This is a wall—it costs 20 stone.”
    

    

    
      “This is a catapult—it costs 10 wood and 20 stone, and can be built multiple times.”
    

    

    
      “This is a Guardian Tree—every time we survive a wave, it provides 10 wood. It costs 50 wood.”
    

    

    
      “This is a Guardian Stone—every wave survived grants 10 stone. It costs 50 stone.”
    

    

    
      “This is a Blade Warrior Statue—it costs 10 wood and 30 gems.”
    

    

    
      No one interrupted Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Everyone memorized her words carefully.
    

    

    
      As soon as she finished, Jie Yuanshao immediately asked, “What does the statue do? Can we build it more than once?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten replied, “Every time there’s an attack, it transforms into a real Blade Warrior to fight for us. Even if it dies, it will revert to a statue and can be deployed again after recovery. It cannot be built multiple times.”
    

    

    
      “If the bunker is just the house we stay in, then there’s no point in building it,” Shang Xinlei said. “Living in the initial wooden hut is enough.”
    

    

    
      The others nodded.
    

    

    
      They were here for a trial, not luxury, so there was no need to waste resources on comfort.
    

    

    
      “You can think of it this way—only by upgrading the shelter level can we build stronger structures, and the buildable area will also expand,” Jiang Ten said. “This courtyard can currently hold only twelve structures, including the walls.”
    

    

    
      “Got it,” Shang Xinlei said. “Then I suggest we build walls, the Guardian Tree, the Guardian Stone, and the Blade Warrior Statue. Any remaining space should go to wooden crossbows.”
    

    

    
      “Agreed,” Jie Yuanshao crossed her arms. “For long-term benefits, the Guardian Tree and Guardian Stone are essential.”
    

    

    
      “I agree too,” Qian Gongyu quickly added.
    

    

    
      “If we don’t build catapults, then when it comes time to deal with the demon leader, we probably won’t have enough damage, so you’ll need to assist in battle like before,” said Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei exchanged a glance—they finally understood why Jiang Ten had discussed it with them this time.
    

    

    
      Since the construction plan was approved by everyone together, having them join the battle later would no longer be just Jiang Ten’s personal request, but their shared obligation.
    

    

    
      Conversely, if Jiang Ten had decided on the construction alone and still asked them to fight repeatedly afterward, they’d inevitably feel discontent.
    

    

    
      Seeing no objections, Jiang Ten stood up from the ground.
    

    

    
      At that moment, everyone held their breath, three pairs of eyes locked onto her every move, trying to glean some insight.
    

    

    
      Though no one asked aloud, they were all dying of curiosity—they all wanted to know how Jiang Ten operated the shelter to construct new buildings.
    

    

    
      More importantly, if Jiang Ten could do it, did that mean they could too?
    

    

    
      But the result was inevitably disappointing—they could only watch Jiang Ten space out for a bit, and then the wood, stone, gems, sulfur, and crystals in the courtyard floated up and clattered together, assembling themselves into various structures.
    

    

    
      Most remarkable were the Guardian Tree and Guardian Stone.
    

    

    
      A pile of wood gathered together and suddenly dissolved into a tiny seed that fell into the soil of the courtyard, and after just a few breaths, it sprouted into a towering tree.
    

    

    
      The tree had no leaves, its trunk bound with a rope woven from straw.
    

    

    
      Though it looked even more unremarkable than the other forest trees, it made the courtyard feel less desolate.
    

    

    
      The Guardian Stone was similar—enough stone to fill a house compressed into a single large stone about half a person’s height.
    

    

    
      It too was wrapped with straw rope and looked so inviting, one almost wanted to sit and rest on it.
    

    

    
      The wall needed no further comment, but the Blade Warrior Statue truly opened their eyes.
    

    

    
      Sapphire and wood fused together like flowing water, first forming the image of the Blade Warrior.
    

    

    
      Then the sapphire stream solidified like frozen water, fixing the warrior in place, becoming a sharp-edged sapphire statue.
    

    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao both let out cries of surprise, but before they could say more, a sharp screech announced the arrival of the second wave of demon monsters.
    

    

    
      Thick mist shrouded the forest a hundred meters away, and demons ran back and forth within it.
    

    

    
      Then a demon resembling a giant bull stayed behind.
    

    

    
      “Savage Bull Demon!”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao’s expression changed slightly. “This is a demon that appears in the Third-Stage Secret Realm of the Zhou Kingdom. The books say most third-stage defensive tokens can’t withstand its full-force charge—it's considered extremely dangerous even for a third stage!”
    

    

    
      “Moo—”
    

    

    
      With an earth-shaking bellow, a horde of Small Savage Bulls charged out of the mist, rushing toward the stone house!
    

    

    
      Once they entered a fifty-meter range, the nine wooden crossbows instantly activated, shooting the bulls and knocking them to the ground.
    

    

    
      Yes—just knocked down.
    

    

    
      As long as they weren’t hit in the head, a Small Savage Bull struck by a single arrow could get back up.
    

    

    
      Only after a second arrow would it stay down for good.
    

    

    
      What once took one arrow now took two.
    

    

    
      Even with the crossbow count increased from six to nine, the killing efficiency had dropped by more than half.
    

    

    
      Soon the bulls reached the wall, and their numbers had only decreased by less than one-tenth!
    

    

    
      It wasn’t just the crossbows being too slow to kill—it was also because this time, the number of bulls far exceeded the last wave of Savage Lizards!
    

    

    
      By now, the four had retreated into the stone house.
    

    

    
      Seeing the situation, Shang Xinlei’s expression turned grave. “We may have made the wrong choice… If we had two catapults right now, things might look much better.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu nervously raised her fist. “Are we going to fight?”
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      The one who spoke wasn’t Jiang Ten—it was Jie Yuanshao.
    

    

    
      She stared intently at the vibrating sapphire statue and said, “Let’s wait and see.”
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      The statue suddenly shattered, and a blade-wielding warrior clad in heavy armor stepped out.
    

    

    
      His armor was rusted and covered in barbs between the plates.
    

    

    
      His entire head was encased in the helmet—no vents or eyeholes.
    

    

    
      Every movement caused his armor to clank.
    

    

    
      His feet sank deeply into the soil as he walked, like a lumbering beast.
    

    

    
      He dragged two long, curved blades along the ground as he moved, looking more like a walking corpse than a warrior.
    

    

    
      “I knew I wasn’t wrong…” Jie Yuanshao muttered. “If it’s him…”
    

    

    
      Thud!
    

    

    
      The Blade Warrior leapt violently into the air and landed in the midst of the bulls, instantly unleashing a storm of flesh and blood.
    

    

    
      Three nearby bulls were almost instantly hacked into chunks.
    

    

    
      The surrounding Small Savage Bulls immediately turned their horns to attack him, but he showed no fear.
    

    

    
      He walked and fought along the wall’s edge, and even facing hundreds of bulls, he didn’t fall behind!
    

    

    
      “He’s from your family, isn’t he?” Shang Xinlei suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      “Yes,” Jie Yuanshao replied. “Didn’t expect to see him elsewhere…”
    

    

    
      “Um… what are you two talking about?” Qian Gongyu asked cautiously, then quickly added, “If it’s inconvenient, never mind!”
    

    

    
      “It’s nothing inconvenient—I know this statue.”
    

    

    
      “Huh? You know it?”
    

    

    
      “Any member of the Jie Family should recognize him,” Jie Yuanshao said flatly. “He’s the demon king of the Ironblood Graveyard Secret Realm—the Dual-Blade General.”
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      Qian Gongyu knew about the Ironblood Graveyard; it was a secret realm controlled by the Jie Family and one of the most valuable secret realms in the entire Great Liang.
    

    

    
      Although Ironblood Graveyard was only a second-stage secret realm, it could produce third-stage tokens—and not just any tokens, but third-stage defensive tokens.
    

    

    
      It was precisely due to this natural advantage that the Jie Family had stood strong in Jiangnan for a thousand years, remaining a top-tier noble family regardless of dynastic changes.
    

    

    
      But… the Blade Warrior outside was the demon king of Ironblood Graveyard?
    

    

    
      Did that mean—
    

    

    
      “The statues we can build here, could they all be demon kings from other secret realms?” Shang Xinlei speculated. “I was just thinking earlier, if each wave of demons becomes stronger than the last, then constructs like wooden crossbows and catapults will soon be overwhelmed. Among demons, there are many fast-moving humanoid ones that can even sever arrows, and even beast-type demons often have tough hides and strong resistance—Savage Bull Demons are prime examples.”
    

    

    
      “But if we can have other demon kings fight for us, that’s a whole different story—take the Dual-Blade General, a demon king with extremely high damage but lacking defense. If we create opportunities for him to strike, even as a second-stage demon king, he could easily cut down a Savage Bull Demon!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s eyes were fixed on Jiang Ten, hoping she would agree with the speculation.
    

    

    
      “The Blade Warrior has already lost thirty percent of its durability.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten suddenly spoke, then after a moment, realizing the others might not understand, she explained, “When durability hits zero, the Blade Warrior turns back into a statue.”
    

    

    
      “We have to go out and help!” Jie Yuanshao couldn’t wait and pushed open the door. “The wooden crossbows definitely can’t kill the Savage Bull Demon; we’ll have to rely on the Dual-Blade… the Blade Warrior to deal with it!”
    

    

    
      “After fighting so many demons, this is the first time we’re fighting alongside one,” Shang Xinlei said with a laugh.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu wasn’t nearly as excited. She pulled a few spirit jades from her pocket to absorb their energy, grimacing as she walked outside.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Finally done.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing put down his game console, rotated his wrists, stood up, and stretched his limbs, feeling like his butt had gone numb.
    

    

    
      The first wave in Mansu Woodland only took fifteen minutes to complete, but the second wave’s assault lasted an entire hour—only in an MMORPG could combat last this long. In a mobile game, players would’ve been wiped out immediately, and the game dev’s mom would be cursed to oblivion.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing had expected this: the monster waves were calibrated for a standard four-player team, but aside from “Jiang Ten,” the other three couldn’t really be considered players. They even had to manually haul resources back to the hut, unlike “Jiang Ten,” who could send them straight to storage.
    

    

    
      That meant even after two rounds of resource gathering, the shelter still had nowhere near enough resources, and its defense strength couldn’t possibly withstand the monster assault. On top of that, they foolishly chose to build the Guardian Tree and Guardian Stone, effectively increasing the difficulty themselves.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing only realized midway that buildings like the Guardian Tree and Guardian Stone—which were aimed at long-term resource production—were actually a trap set by the developers. Anyone who built them was a fool. More precisely, buildings that reproduced resources were essentially “trading current combat power for future gain,” and the player had to make up the missing strength.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten’s” team already lacked sufficient resources, and instead of converting them to power immediately, they invested in resource production. No wonder the fight was so difficult. If Yan Qing guessed correctly, a team needed at least one player at fourth stage or higher to build such structures early on. This team’s average strength wasn’t even at second stage, and it even included “Jiang Ten,” who hadn’t undergone any class transition.
    

    

    
      Outside the courtyard, the walls had already collapsed, five wooden crossbows had been destroyed, and even the Guardian Tree had been toppled—it was the first to fall, apparently. Judging from the demons’ attack logic, it was “obstruction” > “resource production” > “attack structures” > “players.” If they had the chance, demons would always destroy players’ carefully built investments first, reminding them that resource production was a privilege, not a right.
    

    

    
      The three—Jie Yuanshao and the others—had long abandoned their noble poise and ladylike manners, now lying exhausted on the grass soaked with the blood and flesh of Savage Bull Demons.
    

    

    
      The Blade Warrior, with only 5% durability left, reverted into a statue. Compared to before, the statue was noticeably more damaged.
    

    

    
      A new message popped up in the game. Yan Qing glanced at it, copied it into the chat bar, and had the AI automatically have “Jiang Ten” relay it:
    

    

    
      “There are two pieces of bad news.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei sat on the ground with her legs spread wide apart, completely unconcerned about modesty, panting and laughing. “Start with the less bad one.”
    

    

    
      “The less bad news is that the statue can only recover ten percent durability every two quarter-hours. There are three quarter-hours left until the next wave, which means the statue will only be at twenty percent durability when the wave begins.”
    

    

    
      “What’s the worse bad news?”
    

    

    
      “The worse bad news is, if we leave now, then when we return tomorrow, we’ll only get three quarter-hours to gather resources before the monster assault starts.”
    

    

    
      That statement sounded strange at first—leave earlier and get more prep time tomorrow should be good news, right? But these were all smart people. Jie Yuanshao quickly picked up on the implication behind the two updates: “If we manage to survive to the third or even fourth wave, we’ll earn way more points? But if we leave, we’ll have to start from the first wave again tomorrow?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Everyone exchanged glances, and Jie Yuanshao said, “I haven’t gone all out yet, what about you?”
    

    

    
      “I haven’t either.” Shang Xinlei stood up and patted her butt. “But Little Yu probably can’t hold on anymore, right?”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu was startled and stammered, “I-I can actually still barely…”
    

    

    
      “Let’s exit.”
    

    

    
      ‘Jiang Ten’ said, “You don’t even have the energy to gather resources anymore. The third wave will definitely be tougher than the second. Without strong enough buildings, you won’t survive it.”
    

    

    
      With that, ‘Jiang Ten’ headed straight into the dense fog behind the stone house. Qian Gongyu, seeing this, let out a breath of relief and quickly got up to follow.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Jie Yuanshao suddenly remembered something, ran after them, and shouted, “Jiang Ten, Qian Gongyu, wait! I have something to tell you!”
    

    

    
      “Say it outside. Every moment we stay here longer means one moment less for gathering resources tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      The four of them stepped into the mist. Unlike when they entered, the fog didn’t separate them this time. After walking through the fog for a while, they saw a light at the end.
    

    

    
      The moment they stepped out of the fog, the glaring sunlight turned the game console screen completely white, as if they had been hit by a flashbang. The dazzling midday sun poured down on the clearing at the entrance, and the chirping of birds echoed through the woods.
    

    

    
      “They’re out!”
    

    

    
      “They came out!”
    

    

    
      With their appearance, the scattered crowd in the clearing immediately grew excited. Many noble youths even ran out from tents and carriages as if a second’s delay would mean missing out. Before long, a large crowd had gathered around.
    

    

    
      They all looked at Qian Gongyu’s group of four with eyes full of curiosity, envy, and even jealousy—like starving chickens, wishing they could peck them to death.
    

    

    
      But none of them dared step forward, because a man stood at the center of the clearing, and no one dared to get ahead of him.
    

    

    
      Not just because he wore the purple ribbon on his wrist, but because he was… the strongest in this woodland.
    

    

    
      “Third Uncle?”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao walked ahead of the others and asked in surprise, “Why are you here?”
    

    

    
      “Just happened to be passing by, so I came to check on you. Planned to go back with you,” the man said with a smile.
    

    

    
      But Jie Yuanshao gave him no face at all: “Third Uncle, did you get yourself in trouble and now don’t dare go back alone?”
    

    

    
      “Well—not exactly trouble. But I’m a filial son and don’t want to make your grandmother angry, so I figured if I bring my obedient niece along to see her, she won’t be mad anymore.”
    

    

    
      “Thanks to my filial piety, I didn’t miss out on such an interesting event.”
    

    

    
      He stepped forward and gave Shang Xinlei, Qian Gongyu, and ‘Jiang Ten’ a once-over, finally settling his gaze on ‘Jiang Ten’, and smiled, “Pleasure to meet you. I’m Jie Yuanshao’s third uncle, spear instructor at Jiangbei Military Town—Jie Zilong.”
    

    

    
      A third-stage messenger?
    

    

    
      Although Yan Qing had expected it, being surrounded by so many people right after exiting, and even being stared at by someone over level thirty, still made him a bit nervous.
    

    

    
      But as long as ‘Jiang Ten’ cleared the instance, even if chaos broke loose, Yan Qing wouldn’t mind—at worst, he’d just lose a side account.
    

    

    
      Just then, a trembling figure stepped in front of ‘Jiang Ten’.
    

    

    
      “S-she’s my bodyguard. If you have any issues, p-please talk to me,” Qian Gongyu said in the most cowardly tone, uttering the boldest words.
    

    

    
      She turned her head toward ‘Jiang Ten’, lowered her voice, and her hometown accent came out: “Don’t be scared… the Jie Family probably won’t… won’t snatch common girls… right?”
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      In the Mansu Woodland Camp, inside a house shaped like a giant mushroom, Jie Yuanshao sat and spoke while Jie Zilong stood and wrote.
    

    

    
      After Jie Yuanshao finished recounting what she had seen and heard in the Mansu Woodland, she waited for her third uncle's follow-up.
    

    

    
      However, Jie Zilong said nothing.
    

    

    
      He only looked at what he had drawn on the blackboard, and suddenly circled a few terms.
    

    

    
      Shelter, construction, resources, next wave of offensive, durability...
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao didn't notice anything at first, but soon began to frown, her thick brows knitting together.
    

    

    
      "Do you see anything?"
    

    

    
      "These terms feel... a bit strange."
    

    

    
      "Because these terms are both new and old," Jie Zilong said with a smile, "They are new to us. When I was young, I traveled through the Three Kingdoms of Liang, Zhou, and Qi, and often ventured beyond the regions, but this kind of vocabulary is something I’m seeing for the first time."
    

    

    
      "At the same time, they are also old. There are no unfamiliar characters, and even if it's the first time encountering them, one can understand their meanings."
    

    

    
      "Compared to Jiang Ten’s actions in the Mansu Woodland, the 'special nature' reflected in her words is even more intriguing."
    

    

    
      "For example, this." Jie Zilong circled the word 'Blade Warrior.'
    

    

    
      "If it were your first time seeing the Dual-Blade General, would you name it that?"
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao thought for a moment and decisively shook her head, "No, its most distinctive features are the dual blades and the heavy armor. Compared to 'Blade Warrior,' 'Dual-Blade General' undoubtedly captures its traits more accurately."
    

    

    
      "Exactly. 'Dual-Blade General' is a nickname we gave it based on its features, but 'Blade Warrior'... might actually be its real name."
    

    

    
      "Name." Jie Yuanshao softly muttered the word, as if savoring its meaning. "Name..."
    

    

    
      "You know too, Yuanshao, that certain humanoid demons in Secret Realms can engage in some level of communication, and there even exist texts that can be read."
    

    

    
      "Our understanding of Secret Realms and tokens mostly comes from refining knowledge out of demon speech and Secret Realm texts, which is why our understanding is quite shallow."
    

    

    
      "For example, three years ago, when the royal family was clearing out the Fire Phoenix Blaze Secret Realm, they accidentally triggered a hidden mechanism, resulting in the appearance of a new Demon King. The casualties were so heavy they had to withdraw completely."
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao immediately recalled the funeral that had shocked Jiangnan three years ago and exclaimed in surprise, "So that’s how the Prince of Kuaiji died? I thought it was from illness?"
    

    

    
      "He died from his injuries after escaping," Jie Zilong said. "At least the token was preserved."
    

    

    
      "Not only have we not thoroughly explored the Secret Realms, we might not even truly understand the tokens—do you know, our family possesses a third-stage rare token, and we still haven’t figured out all its uses, not even how to operate it."
    

    

    
      "In fact, most of the tokens we know of—are just conventional nicknames, not their true names."
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao subtly picked up on her third uncle’s underlying implication, her expression growing increasingly serious. "You mean to say, Jiang Ten..."
    

    

    
      "A so-called genius is someone gifted with extraordinary abilities, different from ordinary people in talent, opportunity, or secret knowledge."
    

    

    
      "There are many kinds of geniuses in this world—some are great at battlefield combat, others at strategizing, and some excel at taming beasts or manipulating the five elements."
    

    

    
      "But the top-tier geniuses, there is only one kind—they are those gifted in exploring Secret Realms."
    

    

    
      "They delve into the depths of mystery, possess extraordinary intuition, unearth hidden clues, and can even directly perceive the true nature of Secret Realms."
    

    

    
      "Compared to them, we are like blind men."
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten, is a genius among geniuses."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Led by a servant, Qian Gongyu walked up to the second floor of the Shang family carriage, her heart brimming with excitement—not just because she could tour the interior of a noble's carriage, but because she was brought in under the gaze of many, led by a Shang family servant!
    

    

    
      She could see Luo Weijin's face twisting in frustration, and those who used to look down on her family now looked extremely upset.
    

    

    
      To become friends with the fourth daughter of the Shang family—even as a noble of the Blue Band—meant she was now an emperor among the Blue Band!
    

    

    
      "Xiaoyu, you're here," Shang Xinlei set down her brush and paper, and came over to pull her into the reception room. "How was the food from my kitchen? I really liked today’s spicy mantis shrimp."
    

    

    
      "There was too much," Qian Gongyu laughed. "It's just me, Jiang Ten, and Uncle Lin at home. Besides you, Miss Shang, even Lady Jie sent us food. Even with Jiang Ten eating half of it, we still had a lot left."
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten ate half?" Shang Xinlei was stunned. She gestured to her own waist. "I remember Jiang Ten's waist being even slimmer than mine—she ate half?"
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu blinked, and said uncertainly, "It seems... some food disappeared as soon as she picked it up."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei's expression subtly changed, and she said seriously, "If you don’t want to endanger Jiang Ten, you'd best not let that information leak. And you should also advise her not to reveal this in front of others."
    

    

    
      "Jie Yuanshao likely believes Jiang Ten's storage ability only works within the Mansu Woodland. But if others discover she possesses such a high-capacity storage token..."
    

    

    
      She paused, then helplessly shrugged, "Though, Jiang Ten is already in a situation where the fire boils the oil—any more attention won’t make much difference now."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu squirmed a little in her seat, her hands tightly clutching her skirt.
    

    

    
      "Is it... really that serious? It's just high scores—"
    

    

    
      "It's much more serious than you think," Shang Xinlei said. "Indeed, the Liang Kingdom previously didn’t pay much attention to the Mansu Woodland, but that was based on the assumption that 'the Mansu Woodland didn’t yield much.'"
    

    

    
      "Now that we've achieved such high scores, the personal treasure chest rewards during settlement will naturally be more generous, and the top ten treasure chest rewards nine days from now will also increase accordingly."
    

    

    
      "And this is only the change brought by the four of us. What if dozens of people scored high? What about hundreds?"
    

    

    
      "The Mansu Woodland Secret Realm is extremely unique. It has no limit on the number of participants, and no entry threshold, which means that if the imperial court wishes, it can immediately pull together tens of thousands to join."
    

    

    
      "By then, if everyone's rewards are combined, it might reach a level where Qi and Zhou would have to ally together to attack Liang."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu’s legs immediately began trembling uncontrollably, her teeth chattering as she spoke in a shaky voice: "Th-this serious?"
    

    

    
      Seeing her like this, Shang Xinlei couldn’t help but clutch her stomach and laugh wildly, making Qian Gongyu’s face turn red.
    

    

    
      The latter bit her lip and stood up in protest: "Miss Shang, if you’re going to be this disrespectful, there’s no need for us to continue our friendship!"
    

    

    
      "No, no, it’s my fault. Sit down first." Shang Xinlei pulled her back.
    

    

    
      "How about this—as an apology, you can just call me Xinlei from now on. Don’t call me Miss Shang so distantly."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu's eyes lit up, but she hesitated, "Is that really okay? I’m just a Blue Band..."
    

    

    
      "There’s nothing wrong with it. I call Jie Yuanshao by name too."
    

    

    
      "And I don’t have many friends either. I’d love to be friends with someone as interesting as you, Xiaoyu," Shang Xinlei said with a smile.
    

    

    
      "I'm interesting...?" Qian Gongyu was a bit puzzled at first, but quickly accepted it and smiled, "So I’m interesting!"
    

    

    
      "Then, Xinlei, were you telling the truth just now? Or were you trying to scare me?" She looked at Shang Xinlei suspiciously and said indignantly, "I’m from Baiyun, you know. Don’t lie to me."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei struggled hard to hold back her laughter and waved it off, smiling: "Of course I was trying to scare you."
    

    

    
      "Although Jiang Ten didn’t say much, I could tell when she upgraded the shelter—at least that’s what she called it—she didn’t use any items or incantations."
    

    

    
      "It was as if she could see something we couldn’t."
    

    

    
      "This is a unique ability of hers. I don’t think it can be replicated or promoted."
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten is certainly valuable, but not to the extent of sparking a war."
    

    

    
      She paused, then added, "But her beauty might spark a war—so breathtakingly beautiful even when expressionless. I can’t imagine how nation-toppling she’d look when she smiles. I don’t even want to stand next to her."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu nodded in deep agreement: "Exactly! Standing next to her is so stressful. Sometimes I get jealous of her, but the moment I see her face, I forget to be jealous."
    

    

    
      "But I don’t think Jiang Ten is unreplicable—others might not think so either," Shang Xinlei said. "The Jie Family might not think so either."
    

    

    
      At the mention of the colossal Jie Family, Qian Gongyu opened her mouth but couldn’t say a word.
    

    

    
      Two days ago, she didn’t even have the qualifications to speak a polite word to anyone from the Jie Family, let alone have any dealings with them.
    

    

    
      And now the Jie Family was voluntarily sending gourmet meals from their kitchen to her door—heavens have mercy, her carriage table wasn’t even big enough to hold all the food.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu naturally knew why she was receiving such treatment, but she had no idea how to respond.
    

    

    
      The Jie Family was too massive, and she was too young.
    

    

    
      "By the way," she suddenly remembered something, "yesterday Lady Jie mentioned punishing Jiang Ten..."
    

    

    
      "Forget it. No one cares about that anymore. Haven’t you noticed Luo Weijin is hiding in shame?" Shang Xinlei waved casually, then picked up a box from her desk and placed it in front of Qian Gongyu.
    

    

    
      "Open it and take a look."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu opened the box, and her pretty face was immediately bathed in green light.
    

    

    
      Inside were six strings of Spirit Jade, each string dyed a dark green—clearly all Hundred-Jade!
    

    

    
      Spirit Jade had a peculiar feature: when a large quantity fell to the ground, it would merge and stack instead of endlessly occupying space.
    

    

    
      As the number of merges increased, the green deepened. When it stacked to the limit of one hundred, it turned dark green—Hundred-Jade.
    

    

    
      Each string had ten pieces.
    

    

    
      Six strings of Hundred-Jade meant six thousand Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      That was the net profit of several days from a small Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      For the Qian Family, which had never truly controlled a Secret Realm, this was an unprecedented fortune.
    

    

    
      In Qian Gongyu's memory, their liquid funds had never exceeded a few hundred Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      Looking at this wealth that could let her celebrate New Year in style, Qian Gongyu looked extremely conflicted.
    

    

    
      After struggling for a long while, she still closed the box and pushed it back to Shang Xinlei, bowing her head as she said: "Sorry, I can’t decide for Jiang Ten. I can’t accept this money. But I can try to talk to her for you!"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei blinked and asked: "What do you think this money is for?"
    

    

    
      "Isn’t it to buy out Jiang Ten?"
    

    

    
      "Come here."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu obediently moved closer, and immediately got her cheeks pinched and squeezed endlessly by Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      "It’s one thing to underestimate Jiang Ten, but how can you look down on the Shang Family too?"
    

    

    
      "You really think I’m so stingy that I’d try to buy Jiang Ten for this little amount?!"
    

    

    
      "I was wrong, I was wrong—"
    

    

    
      "This is for you. I noticed toward the end of the Mansu Woodland that you weren’t replenishing your Spirit Energy anymore."
    

    

    
      "I figured you didn’t bring much Spirit Jade with you, so I’m giving you some for emergencies," Shang Xinlei said.
    

    

    
      "Don’t overthink it. This is just so you can perform better in tomorrow’s investment."
    

    

    
      "If you suppress a few more demons tomorrow, I won’t be at a loss."
    

    

    
      "That simple?"
    

    

    
      "That simple."
    

    

    
      "No other conditions?"
    

    

    
      "No other conditions."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu carefully hugged the box. "Anything else?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei waved her hand: "Nothing else. You can go back."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu walked to the stairwell and couldn’t help asking again, "Really nothing—"
    

    

    
      "I changed my mind. I want you to stay tonight and dance belly dance—"
    

    

    
      "See you tomorrow!"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei opened the window, watching Qian Gongyu cheerfully return to her own carriage.
    

    

    
      She saw her chattering away with Jiang Ten, who was practicing footwork beside the carriage.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei shook her head with a helpless smile.
    

    

    
      "I thought I could make her feel ashamed..."
    

    

    
      She muttered to herself, "Looks like her meeting with Jiang Ten wasn’t just luck... she really is an interesting person."
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      “Long Blade Messenger”
    

    

    
      “Attribute Bonus: Vital Energy and Blood +5, Spirit +2, Dexterity +5”
    

    

    
      “Sharpness (White Trait): When the weapon is a long blade, damage dealt +1.”
    

    

    
      “Bloodthirsty Nature (Blue Trait): When using a blade-type token, there is a 15% chance to inflict 3 bleeding damage per second on the enemy. This bleeding damage can stack with other bleeding damage.”
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      “Wandering Messenger”
    

    

    
      “Attribute Bonus: Vital Energy and Blood +3, Spirit +3, Dexterity +6”
    

    

    
      “Insight (White Trait): Perfect dodge judgment time extended by 2 frames.”
    

    

    
      “Kiss of the Viper (Blue Trait): Attacks after perfect dodge ignore 50% of defense.”
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      “Woodland Messenger”
    

    

    
      “Attribute Bonus: Vital Energy and Blood +4, Spirit +4, Dexterity +4”
    

    

    
      “Woodland Kin (Blue Trait): While in Mansu Woodland, your Comprehension temporarily +50.”
    

    

    
      “Mansu’s Blessing (Gold Trait): When settling treasure chests in Mansu Woodland, you get one additional selection opportunity.”
    

    

    
      After a whole afternoon of idle grinding and live combat training, Jiang Ten’s Basic Footwork rose to level 7, combined with level 5 Basic Fist Technique and level 8 Basic Blade Technique, the accumulated experience finally reached level 10 to trigger the class change.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing originally thought the three optional classes would simply be extensions of blade, fist, or foot techniques, but unexpectedly, one class was out of his predictions—the Woodland Messenger.
    

    

    
      He speculated that only players who had entered Mansu Woodland and initiated the class change within the three-day event window would trigger this class option.
    

    

    
      The strengths and weaknesses of Woodland Messenger were very clear—it entirely served the Mansu Woodland dungeon.
    

    

    
      Once the Mansu Woodland event ended, this class would become utterly useless.
    

    

    
      And it seemed that Mansu Woodland was a once-a-year event.
    

    

    
      If class change was like visiting different buffet restaurants, then Jiang Ten becoming a Woodland Messenger meant she could feast for just two days, and would be left starving all the way until level 20.
    

    

    
      A class with such extreme disadvantages naturally offered equally extreme benefits.
    

    

    
      Comprehension +50—though this only appeared as a simple 50% experience boost in numbers, in the gameplay of The Messenger, this value had a significant hidden impact.
    

    

    
      Comprehending Martial Techniques and Creating Martial Techniques.
    

    

    
      These two features sounded high-end, but apart from top-tier players during game launches, most ordinary players would never use them.
    

    

    
      This wasn’t because ordinary players couldn’t access such advanced features—it’s because they had better options.
    

    

    
      Directly purchasing advanced martial techniques.
    

    

    
      If you can buy it, why bother trying to comprehend it?
    

    

    
      Only when a new version was freshly launched and high-tier players were exploring new content without martial technique drops would the game system allow them to directly comprehend a martial technique that perfectly suited them based on their Comprehension, commonly used tokens, and combat style.
    

    

    
      Comprehension directly affected the success rate.
    

    

    
      Although it was called comprehension, it was essentially a pity system for unlucky players.
    

    

    
      If others could get a drop after one dungeon run while you did ten runs without any success, the system would pity you and grant you one.
    

    

    
      As the version progressed and more technique manuals dropped, especially ones top-tier players couldn’t use themselves, they would naturally flow into the market.
    

    

    
      The second and third wave of players catching up wouldn’t need to suffer through comprehension like the pioneers.
    

    

    
      They could just buy them directly.
    

    

    
      But in this world, the situation had changed.
    

    

    
      Martial technique manuals had become strategic resources.
    

    

    
      They were consumed internally within organizations and hardly circulated externally.
    

    

    
      Because of this, Yan Qing faced a problem he hadn’t anticipated—his alternate characters hit a bottleneck.
    

    

    
      Leveling bottlenecks weren’t unheard of in the game, but that typically happened after the fourth class change.
    

    

    
      Yet his highest-level alt, Ye Si, hit a bottleneck now.
    

    

    
      He had only comprehended one advanced blade technique.
    

    

    
      Without two advanced techniques, he lacked the experience needed to reach level 20.
    

    

    
      As long as he didn’t gain a second advanced technique, “Ye Si” would remain stuck at level 18.
    

    

    
      As for when he might comprehend that second advanced technique...
    

    

    
      He had started the game with 0 Comprehension!
    

    

    
      That’s why the “+50 Comprehension inside Mansu Woodland” trait of Woodland Messenger carried enormous significance in this world.
    

    

    
      If Jiang Ten could comprehend two or three advanced techniques within the next two days, then she would inevitably break through the level 20 threshold and surpass Ye Si to become his strongest alt!
    

    

    
      To break through the level 20 threshold…
    

    

    
      The more Yan Qing thought about it, the more absurd it seemed.
    

    

    
      This level, which took only a minute at best or half an hour at worst in the game, had become a serious strategic hurdle in this world.
    

    

    
      But the greatest value of the Woodland Messenger class was undoubtedly the golden trait “Mansu’s Blessing,” which allowed players an extra selection opportunity during the settlement phase of the Mansu Woodland event.
    

    

    
      Even though Yan Qing knew nothing about the settlement rewards of Mansu Woodland, this single trait was enough for him to understand that the rewards of this limited-time, once-a-year dungeon must be quite significant.
    

    

    
      Woodland Messenger had no place in any build under normal circumstances, but in this world, at this specific moment when Yan Qing had no alt above level 20, it was indisputably the optimal choice.
    

    

    
      “Congratulations to the player for changing class to ‘Woodland Messenger.’”
    

    

    
      “You gained Vital Energy and Blood +4, Spirit +4, Dexterity +4!”
    

    

    
      “You unlocked Spirit Meter. Current Spirit Meter: 0/20.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Jiang Ten and Qian Gongyu were both resting after their sparring.
    

    

    
      The energy burst from Jiang Ten’s class change was so striking that Qian Gongyu, who was right beside her, naturally noticed it immediately.
    

    

    
      “Class change?”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      “Then… should we stop sparring?” Qian Gongyu’s smile held both flattery and relief, like a tired little puppy, “You’ve already changed class anyway—”
    

    

    
      “Even after changing class, one should continue to improve. Sparring is always more effective than solo training. Now that I’ve changed class, we can spar using tokens. Young Miss, don’t you want to improve?”
    

    

    
      “…I do.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, noise erupted outside.
    

    

    
      Many people had gathered at the camp entrance, seemingly to welcome an important guest.
    

    

    
      That afternoon, over a dozen noble carriages had already arrived at the camp—some had originally planned to come but were delayed on the road, while others had rushed over after receiving the news.
    

    

    
      The distinction was easy to tell.
    

    

    
      The former were mostly pampered, weak noble heirs with a strong scent of makeup, while the latter were often middle-aged men carrying weapons.
    

    

    
      Plenty of people had tried to speak with Jiang Ten and Qian Gongyu, but after returning from Mansu Woodland, Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei immediately rearranged the camp’s carriage layout.
    

    

    
      They placed two double-decker carriages of noble grade—one on each side of the inconspicuous carriage belonging to the Qian Family—surrounding it in the middle, and stationed numerous guards outside.
    

    

    
      With such a clear stance, no one dared to approach the Qian Family bypassing the two great families.
    

    

    
      Thanks to this, the Qian Family enjoyed a peaceful afternoon.
    

    

    
      But monopolizing benefits never lasted long.
    

    

    
      A servant approached.
    

    

    
      Though the guards of the Jie and Shang Families stepped forward to block him, after a brief exchange, they stepped aside and allowed him to approach the Qian Family carriage.
    

    

    
      “Master Qian Gongyu, Guard Jiang Ten—tonight’s banquet is about to begin. The noble families cordially invite you both to attend.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you, but we already have plans,” Qian Gongyu quickly replied. “We’ll be dining with Fourth Miss of the Shang Family tonight.”
    

    

    
      “We’ll be going.”
    

    

    
      Everyone turned their heads to see Shang Xinlei emerging from the carriage.
    

    

    
      Though she had accepted the invitation, there wasn’t a trace of a smile on her face.
    

    

    
      She waved her hand like shooing a fly: “Go tell Qun Yushu—we’ll be there.”
    

    

    
      Once the servant left, Qian Gongyu belatedly asked, “Qun Yushu? Could it be…”
    

    

    
      “A fake-smiling cripple, an ugly wretch that ruins anyone’s appetite,” Shang Xinlei said crossly. “But unfortunately, he’s the figurehead of the Qun Family’s generation. We have to show him some respect.”
    

    

    
      “And it’s not just Qun Yushu. Elder Chen Linchuan of the Chen Family is here too, along with other miscellaneous noble families… Even the Jie and Shang Families can’t keep them out forever.”
    

    

    
      “The Qun and Chen Families!”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu had no self-awareness about being one of the ‘miscellaneous’ ones, and excitedly said, “This camp has gathered four of the seven great noble families!”
    

    

    
      “The Seven Great Noble Families?”
    

    

    
      “The Three Purple-Ribbon Clans and the Four Vermilion-Gate Lineages. The Qun Family is one of the Purple-Ribbon noble families, just like the Jie Family with its ancient roots. The Chen Family is like the Shang Family—Vermilion-Gate aristocrats who have guarded the Guangling Garrison for generations.”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, Qian Gongyu suddenly seemed to realize something, her legs trembling and her voice quivering.
    

    

    
      “These are families that could crush the Qian Family with a mere flick of a finger…”
    

    

    
      “Xinlei, can we not go to the banquet!?” Qian Gongyu stammered in pleading. “People like us don’t belong at such gatherings…”
    

    

    
      “Oh my, how brave you are,” Shang Xinlei clapped. “Agreeing to go and then ditching them—insulting key figures of two noble houses in front of all the other families. Even I wouldn’t dare pull that.”
    

    

    
      “Ah? Th-then what do we do!?” Qian Gongyu panicked like an ant on a hot pan, clinging to Shang Xinlei’s arm like a koala. “Xinlei, save me!”
    

    

    
      “Relax, relax,” Shang Xinlei patted her head. “With me here, they won’t touch you. And don’t forget—Jie Yuanshao and Jie Zilong are on our side too. The Qun and Chen Families must be respected, but the Shang and Jie Families aren’t easy to push around either. Go change clothes—we’ll go together.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu nodded repeatedly and turned to call out to Jiang Ten, who was still practicing blade techniques in the clearing: “Jiang Ten, stop training—it’s time to change clothes!”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten stopped swinging her blade and slowly turned around.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the sun was about to set.
    

    

    
      Two-thirds of the sky had already turned night-blue, consuming the remaining third of fiery red.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten stood on the boundary of light and darkness, with only half her face lit by the setting sun.
    

    

    
      Beautiful, cold.
    

    

    
      Even though they had fought side by side, even though they had endured hardships together, neither Qian Gongyu nor Shang Xinlei could see any warmth or familiarity in her eyes.
    

    

    
      “I’m not going. I have food. I don’t need to attend the banquet.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu opened her mouth and stammered, “But… but the ones who invited us were the Qun and Chen Families… they’re noble families. We can’t afford to offend them. Even Xinlei…”
    

    

    
      Under Jiang Ten’s gaze, Qian Gongyu’s voice grew quieter and quieter, until it was barely audible.
    

    

    
      “I’m not stopping you two from going. I’m just not going.”
    

    

    
      “I know you can’t afford to offend them. Shang Xinlei can’t either.”
    

    

    
      “But why do you think…”
    

    

    
      Nightfall completely swallowed the last remnants of twilight.
    

    

    
      Darkness descended over the land, and bonfires lit up across the camp.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten stood bathed in the night, her eyes glowing like a panther’s in the jungle.
    

    

    
      The White Iron Straight Blade in her grip shimmered with a chilling gleam.
    

    

    
      She had just become a first-stage Messenger.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was the real powerhouse.
    

    

    
      Yet somehow… Shang Xinlei found herself unable to look her in the eye.
    

    

    
      “I can’t afford to offend them?”
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      “Nicely said!”
    

    

    
      From a distance came a voice of admiration.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu and Shang Xinlei turned their heads and saw it was Jie Zilong and his niece Jie Yuanshao.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong clapped as he walked over to them and said loudly, “As the Art of War says, ‘To lead others and not be led’—why should we step into a battlefield someone else has carefully arranged? The Qun and Chen families are not to be offended, but does that mean the Jie and Shang families are?”
    

    

    
      “Uncle Zilong, Qun Yushu isn’t just relying on the Qun and Wu families,” Shang Xinlei responded with a measured tone. “He also has the backing of the twenty-three noble houses gathered here.”
    

    

    
      “Even if we aren’t afraid of the consequences, Xiaoyu and Jiang Ten…”
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong shook his head. “As long as our two families keep them out, no matter how resentful those people are, they’ll only think it’s the Shang and Jie families monopolizing the intelligence of the Mansu Woodland by forming an alliance. It won’t implicate the two from the Qian family.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu nodded repeatedly as she listened.
    

    

    
      Good, good.
    

    

    
      She truly didn’t want to get involved with powerful figures like Qun Yushu and Chen Linchuan.
    

    

    
      If there were no entangled interests, she’d be happy to make a good impression in front of such big shots.
    

    

    
      But even with just her toes she could figure out—they were here because of Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      If they made demands she couldn’t accept, rejecting them would offend them, while accepting and failing to fulfill them would be just as bad.
    

    

    
      Wouldn’t she be trapped either way?
    

    

    
      “Though I’d love to say that to gain favor with you two, I think Jiang Ten won’t appreciate the sentiment,” Jie Zilong looked toward Jiang Ten and smiled. “You’re not the type to fear offending people.”
    

    

    
      “She just doesn’t know how high the mountains are or how deep the waters run,” Jie Yuanshao suddenly spoke. “Only the ignorant are fearless, and fearlessness is born of ignorance.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not saying the Qun and Chen families are overwhelmingly powerful or terrifying, but Jiang Ten—you have no idea what the world looks like beyond the messengers, what it means to undergo a second transformation, the awe of a third, or the ghostly divinity of a fourth.”
    

    

    
      “If you’d seen how vast the world truly is, you would naturally develop reverence.”
    

    

    
      “Reverence isn’t weakness—it’s about not wasting life in meaningless places. When your cultivation touches the divine in the future, all the hardships of the past will seem like mere passing frost.”
    

    

    
      Though Jie Yuanshao’s words were harsh, everyone could tell she meant well.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu, in particular, mentally gave her a thumbs up.
    

    

    
      Exactly.
    

    

    
      As the saying goes, a true hero doesn’t suffer losses before their eyes.
    

    

    
      A wise man adapts to circumstances.
    

    

    
      What matter can’t wait until one gains strength and then slaughters the whole family in revenge?
    

    

    
      “Yuanshao, paths differ; we cannot plot together,” Jie Zilong unexpectedly refuted his niece. “Your worldview fits most people—but not everyone.”
    

    

    
      “There are people in this world who either end in the dirt or cut through all obstacles. They live their entire lives on the blade’s edge, and until their cold steel chips, nothing can withstand them.”
    

    

    
      “You may not agree with such a life… but not all fish are meant to live in the same sea.”
    

    

    
      “Our family will host a banquet on this side. The two of you from the Qian family may come or not as you wish.”
    

    

    
      “I won’t stop other families from contacting you, but you’re welcome to seek help from the Jie family if you run into trouble.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, I’ll be watching from the sidelines,” Shang Xinlei immediately said. “I’m really curious what rewards come with high personal points. Anyone who harms you is my enemy.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu glanced left and right and finally felt at ease.
    

    

    
      Both Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei were her teammates in the Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      Even if only to protect their own interests, their two families had to safeguard Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      If they failed to protect their teammate Jiang Ten, they’d lose not only benefits but also their family’s honor—and perhaps the latter mattered more to them.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a thought flashed in her mind:
    

    

    
      Could it be that Jiang Ten had already realized this, which was why she said those things on purpose?
    

    

    
      That way, they wouldn’t owe the Jie or Shang families a favor but would still receive their protection...
    

    

    
      But seeing Jiang Ten expressionlessly practicing her blade, Qian Gongyu felt she might be overthinking it.
    

    

    
      Even with so many families watching her and so many people coveting her, how could Jiang Ten remain so calm while practicing?
    

    

    
      She didn’t show a trace of fear, worry, or hesitation.
    

    

    
      Not even the slightest emotional ripple appeared on her face.
    

    

    
      It was as if the affairs of the world had nothing to do with her.
    

    

    
      Her life consisted only of training, resting, and fighting.
    

    

    
      Living on the edge of the blade, huh…
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu’s eyes held a trace of confusion—and a hint of envy.
    

    

    
      “Miss, if you’re rested, come for the sixth round of sparring.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      As the servants lit the bonfires and brought out the food, guests gradually arrived.
    

    

    
      Every noble heir in attendance was elegantly dressed and carried a noble air.
    

    

    
      But in this banquet, they were as unremarkable as the surrounding servants.
    

    

    
      All eyes in the venue were drawn to the few individuals at the center of the banquet.
    

    

    
      So-called flowers, under the stars and moon, were nothing but insignificant ornaments.
    

    

    
      Because of what Shang Xinlei had told her, Qian Gongyu had assumed Qun Yushu would be an ambitious and treacherous man—outwardly calm but inwardly cruel, with the eyes of an eagle and the heart of a wolf.
    

    

    
      So when she saw a young man in the middle of the banquet spinning in circles and kicking in rhythm with his robes open, she couldn’t react at first.
    

    

    
      She thought he was a performer hired by the Jie family to liven up the atmosphere.
    

    

    
      Not until that dancer came over and invited her did she realize.
    

    

    
      “Lady of the Qian family, would you honor me with a dance?”
    

    

    
      He bent slightly and extended his right hand.
    

    

    
      Inside his open robe was a statue-like chest and set of abs.
    

    

    
      His long hair was casually tied up in a carefree manner.
    

    

    
      Each of his ears bore nine earrings.
    

    

    
      His fashion was nothing like the people of Great Liang—he looked more like a northern barbarian.
    

    

    
      And not just any barbarian, but one from the borderlands.
    

    

    
      However, the purple-ribbon Household Band on his wrist instantly betrayed his identity.
    

    

    
      “Qun Yushu.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei stepped in front of Qian Gongyu and sneered. “Why aren’t you still tagging along behind your brother, come to stir up things in the Mansu Woodland?”
    

    

    
      “Looks like I better lock my windows tight tonight, or a lady thief might be eyeing them again.” Qun Yushu replied lazily.
    

    

    
      “Qun Yushu, I won’t stop you from contacting the people of the Qian family, but be sure to speak in public places.” Jie Yuanshao also stepped forward. “As a noble heir, you should set an example. You mustn’t use your influence to suppress others, let alone make unreasonable demands.”
    

    

    
      “What if Miss Qian Gongyu wants to spend a romantic night with me and makes inappropriate requests instead?”
    

    

    
      “I won’t!”
    

    

    
      “You’re not allowed.”
    

    

    
      “In your dreams.”
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu seemed a bit deflated and said dejectedly, “That was too synchronized and too firm of a rebuttal… Is there really no possibility? We could start as friends—I think Miss Qian Gongyu really has my mother’s temperament…”
    

    

    
      “You can be friends with my niece.” Jie Zilong came over with a smile.
    

    

    
      “No, no, Lady Jie reminds me way too much of my father.” Qun Yushu shook his head repeatedly. “I could accept another mom, but an extra dad? I’d rather die and reincarnate early.”
    

    

    
      “You’re really not afraid of these comments reaching your family, huh…”
    

    

    
      “Well, I already ran away—what, is my dad going to abandon his work to chase me down and beat me?”
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu reached out and placed his hand on the shoulder of a middle-aged man with a scarred face beside him and said invitingly, “By the way, Senior Zilong, Uncle Linchuan and I agreed to enter the Mansu Woodland together tomorrow. Want to join us?”
    

    

    
      “To be honest, my last experience in the Mansu Woodland wasn’t that great…” Jie Zilong hesitated.
    

    

    
      “All the more reason to go together!” Qun Yushu laughed. “I’d feel much safer with you two seniors around. I still remember that last time I teamed up with three young ladies—they were so scared they clung to me, but I was scared too! Still, I had to reassure and encourage them, otherwise I’d disgrace the Qun family and get roasted by my uncles and elders when I got back… It’s really tough being a man in the Qun family.”
    

    

    
      “Well, since you’re all being so warm and welcoming, I’ll join in. It really doesn’t make sense to come here and not enter the Secret Realm.”
    

    

    
      “Done chatting?”
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan’s voice was like his appearance—weathered, hard, scarred, and direct. “You requested us to come. Where is Jiang Ten?”
    

    

    
      The chatter of clinking glasses and lively talk fell silent in an instant.
    

    

    
      The bustling banquet felt like someone had hit the pause button—it became so quiet you could hear a pin drop.
    

    

    
      In theory, as long as the four-person team didn’t leak information, the outside world had no way of knowing what happened in the Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      Even if they knew something, they couldn’t determine who the leader was.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the personal points scoreboard had exposed everything—they couldn’t hide a thing.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao, 230 points.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu, 325 points.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei, 389 points.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten… 660 points!
    

    

    
      Clearly, Jiang Ten was the weakest and lowest-ranked among the four, yet her score was leagues ahead of the others.
    

    

    
      There was only one explanation—the source of the score anomaly was Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      She had discovered the secret of the Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      The others were just freeloaders riding her coattails!
    

    

    
      Although Jiang Ten was merely Qian Gongyu’s bodyguard, the afternoon was more than enough for them to investigate and confirm that she wasn’t a native of the Qian family—Qian Gongyu had casually picked her up from the streets.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten is practicing with her blade,” Jie Zilong said calmly. “She has no interest in the banquet.”
    

    

    
      “How rude, how arrogant!” someone immediately shouted. “Young Master Qun and Elder Chen are both here—how can a mere black-band not come out to greet them? She’s deliberately disrespecting the great noble families!”
    

    

    
      “Hey, speak properly—don’t bring family names into it,” Qun Yushu immediately interrupted. “There are plenty of people who don’t give me face. My own father doesn’t. Lady Jie and Shang Fourth don’t either. Does that mean they all hate the Qun family? No, they just dislike me. And that’s perfectly normal. I’m not a spirit jade—why would everyone like me? Besides, my father never attends banquets either. Does that mean all the families in Jiangnan who invited him were disrespected?”
    

    

    
      The young man who tried to stir things up opened his mouth but couldn’t speak—Qun Yushu had just invoked his father.
    

    

    
      If he kept talking, it’d be the same as attacking the mighty head of the Qun family.
    

    

    
      “Then invite her to come out for a talk,” Chen Linchuan said.
    

    

    
      “She’s been invited,” Jie Zilong replied with his usual pleasant expression. “She declined.”
    

    

    
      Many guests’ expressions changed.
    

    

    
      They clearly wanted to speak, but Qun Yushu glanced back at them—and they all swallowed their words.
    

    

    
      “After all, we’re the ones who want to see her. Since she’s unwilling to come over, let’s go to her instead.” Qun Yushu said lightly. “Can someone lead the way?”
    

    

    
      Such a reasonable request left no grounds for refusal.
    

    

    
      As Qun Yushu and Chen Linchuan set off, the banquet guests naturally followed closely behind.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu walked at the front, and as she looked back at the large group following her, a strange thought crossed her mind—
    

    

    
      Who would’ve imagined that so many noble heirs would take the initiative to visit someone with no status, no background, and even poor strength—a mere black-band bodyguard?
    

    

    
      She had already realized she was caught in a massive whirlpool.
    

    

    
      One wrong step, and both she and the Qian family could be torn to pieces.
    

    

    
      All because she picked up Jiang Ten halfway through.
    

    

    
      Yet Qian Gongyu felt no regret.
    

    

    
      Instead, she began to look forward to Jiang Ten’s next move.
    

    

    
      Some people were like that—even if you knew they were beautiful and dangerous, you still fell for their charm, tossing all consequences aside.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten continued practicing her blade beside the carriage.
    

    

    
      Even with a huge crowd approaching, she remained unaffected.
    

    

    
      Diagonal slash, upward cut, downward chop—no technique, just repeatedly drilling the basic moves.
    

    

    
      Yet her looks were so dazzling that every motion resembled a dance full of beauty.
    

    

    
      Even in a plain black training outfit, her graceful figure was undeniable.
    

    

    
      Sweat from her forehead slid down her cheek to the tip of her nose, sparkling like a delicacy—so tempting one could almost taste it.
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu froze for a moment, then suddenly stepped forward and knelt on one knee.
    

    

    
      “Miss Jiang Ten, will you marry me?!”
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      When Qun Yushu said those words, everyone was stunned.
    

    

    
      Who was Qun Yushu?
    

    

    
      His second uncle was the head of the Qun Family, and his father was the Prefect of Jiangling, overseeing the Jingxiang Garrison.
    

    

    
      At a young age, he had already undergone a second class change, with hopes of reaching the legendary Foundation realm in his lifetime.
    

    

    
      Women wanting to marry him could form a line stretching from Jiangnan to Yangzhou.
    

    

    
      But theoretically, Qun Yushu’s wife could only be a noblewoman of matching status.
    

    

    
      Even ladies from prestigious families weren’t qualified.
    

    

    
      At the very least, she had to come from one of the Four Vermilion-Gate Lineages.
    

    

    
      To marry Qun Yushu was no less than ascending to the heavens.
    

    

    
      Not to mention a life of wealth and luxury, even if the woman aimed to become a Messenger, just a sprinkle of resources from the Qun Family would ensure her second class change.
    

    

    
      If her talent was sufficient, a third class change would also be guaranteed.
    

    

    
      But to marry a Black Band woman with no background?
    

    

    
      However, seeing Jiang Ten’s appearance, everyone found Qun Yushu’s impulsiveness understandable.
    

    

    
      Many even showed regretful expressions, remorseful they hadn’t made a move first and missed out on such a beauty.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and the others remained silent.
    

    

    
      Though they also intended to recruit Jiang Ten, if Qun Yushu was offering the position of legal wife as bargaining chip...
    

    

    
      There truly wasn’t any offer they could make to top that.
    

    

    
      Five seconds passed.
    

    

    
      Thirty seconds passed.
    

    

    
      A full minute passed.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten said nothing, merely continued practicing with her blade.
    

    

    
      Had she not heard, or heard but chose not to answer?
    

    

    
      The atmosphere became unbearably awkward, especially with Qun Yushu still kneeling on the ground.
    

    

    
      He slowly stood up and silently stared at Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      In such a situation, even a commoner would likely become furious if ignored, let alone a nobleman.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao stepped forward, ready to stop Qun Yushu if he lashed out.
    

    

    
      “No good. She’s just too beautiful,” Qun Yushu suddenly sighed.
    

    

    
      “I was a bit angry at first, but looking at this face, I just can’t stay mad.”
    

    

    
      “Still can’t marry her, though.”
    

    

    
      “If I keep getting upset but never able to be angry with her, she’ll drive me to death.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu kept nodding behind him.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten really was infuriating.
    

    

    
      But somehow, it was impossible to stay angry at her!
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten,” Chen Linchuan said loudly, “I represent the Chen Family and wish to speak with you. May I have a moment of your time?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten said nothing, merely continued practicing with her blade.
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan wasn’t a libertine like Qun Yushu.
    

    

    
      He cared deeply about his and his family’s reputation.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten’s behavior darkened his expression considerably.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong had no choice but to step forward slightly, placing himself between Chen Linchuan and Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      The guests behind them were all in disbelief.
    

    

    
      To ignore a son of the Qun Family and an elder of the Chen Family in public—this... this was courting death!
    

    

    
      Still, many were secretly gloating.
    

    

    
      They’d long disapproved of Jiang Ten, this ‘madwoman’ who, despite her Black Band status, dared look down on everyone.
    

    

    
      People from the bottom should know their place.
    

    

    
      Why jump up and offend the eyes of their betters?
    

    

    
      Just as the tension in the air reached its peak, Jiang Ten suddenly halted her training.
    

    

    
      It was as if she had just awakened from a dream.
    

    

    
      She glanced at the crowd. “You’re looking for me?”
    

    

    
      “Yes,” Qun Yushu praised, “I had the good fortune of witnessing your dance with the blade—like light clouds veiling the moon, like drifting wind returning the snow…”
    

    

    
      “If there’s no business, I’ll resume my training.”
    

    

    
      “Quick, release your secret technique from Mansu Woodland!” someone shouted from the crowd.
    

    

    
      “Everyone here needs your method to conquer the secret realm.”
    

    

    
      “If you keep it to yourself and eat alone, you’ll be offending all the noble clans present!”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu didn’t even need to look—she knew it was Luo Weijin stirring up trouble.
    

    

    
      But Luo Weijin’s words were just the spark.
    

    

    
      Others quickly followed suit.
    

    

    
      “That’s right, that’s right. Everyone can enter Mansu Woodland. Sharing your technique doesn’t hurt you.”
    

    

    
      “The higher everyone’s score, the better the rewards. It strengthens Great Liang.”
    

    

    
      “You shouldn’t hinder the nation’s progress for personal gain, Jiang Ten. Think of the bigger picture.”
    

    

    
      “We’re not asking for free. We can offer compensation.”
    

    

    
      “It’s unfair if only the Jie and Shang Families benefit while the rest of us are held back, right?”
    

    

    
      Though this backlash was anticipated, Shang Xinlei was still momentarily at a loss.
    

    

    
      Not just because of the sheer number of people—
    

    

    
      But also because Mansu Woodland was far too unique.
    

    

    
      It had a yearly time limit but no entry limit on the number of participants.
    

    

    
      No one could monopolize the secret realm.
    

    

    
      And the more people that joined the raid, the better.
    

    

    
      If one hundred people entered, they’d get one hundred shares of rewards.
    

    

    
      If a hundred thousand entered, there’d be a hundred thousand shares!
    

    

    
      It was understandable that Qun Yushu and Chen Linchuan placed such importance on Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      If she truly possessed a secret method, she would be a strategic-level national treasure.
    

    

    
      Every year, she could extract immense resources from Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      ‘This is bad…’ Shang Xinlei thought to herself.
    

    

    
      ‘Even if Jiang Ten says she has no secret technique, they won’t believe her.’
    

    

    
      ‘They’ll circle her like vultures until they carve out her heart to confirm.’
    

    

    
      In her place, Shang Xinlei had no idea how she would break the impasse.
    

    

    
      No—if she had the secret method, she wouldn’t have entered Mansu Woodland so recklessly in the first place.
    

    

    
      At the very least, she’d wait until a third class change.
    

    

    
      Ideally, she’d recruit the other three third-stage experts.
    

    

    
      Four people forming a team to sweep the Woodland scores.
    

    

    
      Then, even if dozens of noble clans in Great Liang opposed her—what could they do?
    

    

    
      But Jiang Ten joined without even a first class change.
    

    

    
      With such weak strength, no allies, no background—
    

    

    
      It was strange not to attract covetous eyes.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t understand why someone with such talent wouldn’t bide their time.
    

    

    
      Wouldn’t it be better to develop in secret?
    

    

    
      Why take such a risk?
    

    

    
      Forget it.
    

    

    
      Even though she hadn’t yet received word from her family, she had to protect Jiang Ten for now.
    

    

    
      The Jie Family wouldn’t stand by either.
    

    

    
      At least until Mansu Woodland ended, they were on the same side.
    

    

    
      “I refuse.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten gently pressed against the blade’s edge, gripped the hilt, and stepped forward, moving from shadow into light.
    

    

    
      “If you want to fight, come at me.”
    

    

    
      The uproar suddenly silenced.
    

    

    
      Then, like a spring compressed too tightly, the crowd erupted tenfold.
    

    

    
      Insults, mockery, fury—voices roared in a chaotic frenzy, as if trying to curse Jiang Ten to death.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten said nothing, stepping forward again.
    

    

    
      The White Iron Straight Blade was already partially drawn—
    

    

    
      “Anyone who speaks again will be an enemy of the Qun Family!”
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu’s furious roar instantly silenced the scene.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao also moved to block in front of Jiang Ten, halting her next move.
    

    

    
      “Finally quiet,” Qun Yushu sighed, spreading his hands.
    

    

    
      “Just now, I was talking to Jiang Ten. You all interrupting me and the beauty—I bear grudges, you know.”
    

    

    
      His words smoothed over the earlier chaos effortlessly.
    

    

    
      He turned to Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, you hate pointless chatter, so I’ll be brief—”
    

    

    
      “I represent the Qun Family, and we invite you to become our Family’s Venerated Guest.”
    

    

    
      “Monthly salary of 3,000 Spirit Jade.”
    

    

    
      “Five defensive tokens.”
    

    

    
      “Access to the Qun Family’s inner treasury.”
    

    

    
      “A Qun Family token that grants access to eighteen secret realms in Great Liang.”
    

    

    
      “I won’t bore you with the comforts of life.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll just say this: The only requirement for our venerated guests is to pursue a third class change with all their might.”
    

    

    
      “The Qun Family will not ask you to hand over your secret technique.”
    

    

    
      “Once you become a Venerated Guest, no one will pressure you to give it up either.”
    

    

    
      “What do you say, Jiang Ten?”
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      Qian Gongyu was listening with such envy that she almost wanted to become a Venerated Guest herself—these were such superior conditions that she couldn’t think of a reason to refuse.
    

    

    
      Though a little reluctant, she still prayed in her heart for Jiang Ten to quickly accept—if you miss this village, there’s no more boat!
    

    

    
      “If I agree to become a Venerated Guest,” Jiang Ten didn’t refuse but asked, “will the five tokens be given to me immediately?”
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu shook his head, “Of course not. They’re given based on years of service—one per year, and all five will be given after five years.”
    

    

    
      “Then forget it. Please leave.” Jiang Ten turned around and walked back.
    

    

    
      “Wait, if I give you all five tokens immediately, will you agree to become a Venerated Guest of my family?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten looked back at him, her voice devoid of joy or expectation, “Fine.”
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu looked at her for a long while, then suddenly let out a helpless smile, “You’re the first person of your kind I’ve ever met.”
    

    

    
      He pulled a jade pendant from his chest and handed it to Jiang Ten, “Let’s change this into a transaction. If you can state all the functions of this jade pendant, I’ll give it to you.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei, Jie Yuanshao, Jie Zilong and the others had flickers in their eyes but said nothing, watching as Jiang Ten received the jade pendant.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu faintly sensed something was wrong and tried hard to signal Jiang Ten to reject it with her eyes, but Jiang Ten didn’t even glance at her.
    

    

    
      “The first function is the Spirit Shield, which requires three points of spirit energy to activate. Once activated, three shields appear, each blocking one attack of any kind. The shields last for three seconds, and you have to wait fifteen seconds to use it again.”
    

    

    
      “The second function is the Explosive Spirit Shield. If you activate the pendant again during the cooldown of the Spirit Shield, it creates an explosive shield that damages the attacker. Both functions then go on a sixty-second cooldown.”
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu listened very attentively. Only after Jiang Ten finished did he ask, “What does ‘second’ mean?”
    

    

    
      “About the length of one breath.”
    

    

    
      “I see.” Qun Yushu nodded, “Thank you. This jade pendant is now yours.”
    

    

    
      With that, Qun Yushu bid farewell and turned to leave. He didn’t just leave himself—he also sent the other guests away.
    

    

    
      Before leaving, Chen Linchuan gave Jiang Ten a deep look. He summoned two guards, gave them some instructions, and the two stood guard outside the Qian Family’s carriage.
    

    

    
      After the idle people had all departed, Jiang Ten resumed practicing her blade, as if nothing had just happened.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, you…” Shang Xinlei didn’t even know what to say, “Such an obvious trap, and you just jumped right in…”
    

    

    
      “Talking won’t help,” Jie Zilong interrupted, “Fourth Miss Shang, please ensure the Shang Family makes a decision before the day after tomorrow. I’ll also rush to contact my clan.”
    

    

    
      “What’s going on?” Qian Gongyu was bewildered, “Why do you all look even more nervous than before?”
    

    

    
      “Because things just got worse—it’s not just about the Mansu Woodland anymore.” Shang Xinlei looked at Jiang Ten with an unusually complex expression, “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I’d never believe…”
    

    

    
      “That there’s someone in this world who can instantly see through the powers of a token!”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Why is Jiang Ten so weak!”
    

    

    
      The first thing Qun Yushu did after sitting down was complain. He picked up a wine flask and gulped it down, letting it spill on his clothes, completely uncaring, and poured his grievances to Chen Linchuan, “Even if she were Second-Stage, that’d be something—but no, she’s just a freshly-advanced First-Stage Messenger! What am I supposed to do with that? What can I do?”
    

    

    
      “Young Master Qun, I’m not one of your lapdogs. I’m not in the habit of echoing your complaints.” Chen Linchuan walked over to a cabinet, pulled out a glazed wine bottle, and poured blood-red wine into a luminous cup. “Just say what you mean, and stop farting around.”
    

    

    
      As a Chen Family elder and Third-Stage Messenger, Chen Linchuan didn’t need to care about Qun Yushu’s feelings.
    

    

    
      The reason Qun Yushu led the discussion at the banquet was because the two families had agreed to jointly oppose the Jie and Shang Clans—it didn’t mean the Chen Family was subordinate to the Qun Family.
    

    

    
      Among the seven Upper Third-Rank clans, there were only partnerships, never servitude.
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu wasn’t offended either and spread his hands, “It’s not like we haven’t encountered people like Jiang Ten before. For instance, the ‘Demon-Subduing Messenger’ two hundred years ago—Fourth-Stage Foundation Establishment, unrivaled in the world. He later vanished into the Outlands, but before that, he had some dealings with the Qun Family.”
    

    

    
      “According to our clan records, the Demon-Subduing Messenger always disguised himself thoroughly when dealing with our clan. He had a token that prevented any divination, and he would only engage in token appraisal. No matter how high our offer, he’d never help explore secret realms.”
    

    

    
      “The Demon-Subduing Messenger was completely guarded, so the Qun Family had no choice but to treat him with courtesy. That way, at least there were no hostilities even if no alliance was formed.”
    

    

    
      “Besides the Demon-Subduing Messenger, our family has encountered many other prodigies across centuries. Some were like him, only approaching noble clans when they could protect themselves. Others had nothing but talent and gladly accepted the Qun Family’s support, becoming key external elders.”
    

    

    
      “So, have there been people who were both gifted and weak, yet still refused the patronage of noble families?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, and there are many.” Qun Yushu swirled the wine flask, finished the last drop, and rubbed his temples. “Most of the current demonic criminals still roaming free are exactly that kind—arrogant, proud, and unyielding to the death.”
    

    

    
      “Unyielding unto death? I think she’s just waiting for a higher bid.” Chen Linchuan shook his head. “I could tell from the moment she refused the banquet—she’s deliberately creating obstacles to force us to bow first. Once even we lower our heads to offer goodwill, the Jie and Shang Families will surely feel threatened. They’ll have to offer even better terms to win over Jiang Ten.”
    

    

    
      “Now that I think about it, every move this woman made was impeccably timed. First, she made a stunning impression in the Mansu Woodland. Even if she weren’t in the same team as those from the Jie or Shang Families, she would’ve interacted with both first. By the time we got word and arrived, we’d already have to pass through those two. Inadvertently, we even helped Jiang Ten keep the Jie and Shang Families in check. She didn’t exert the slightest effort or engage in elaborate negotiations, yet she used the power struggle between us clans to maximize her own gain. She appears reckless and ignorant, but in truth, she’s calculated and cunning.”
    

    

    
      Watching Chen Linchuan praise Jiang Ten like this, Qun Yushu kept shaking his head, and by the end, he couldn’t help clutching his belly and laughing out loud.
    

    

    
      “Seems Young Master Qun has a different opinion,” Chen Linchuan said coldly. “Could it be you think beauties are incapable of scheming? Then is the story about you being tricked out of a hundred thousand spirit jades by a courtesan in Jiangnan just a rumor?”
    

    

    
      “No, no, I’m quite fair—men or women, I hit them the same. Why would I think women can’t be devious?” Qun Yushu barely managed to stop laughing. “I can also tell Jiang Ten isn’t a good person, but her wickedness isn’t as complicated as you think.”
    

    

    
      “Just now she specifically asked if becoming a Venerated Guest meant she’d get the five tokens immediately. Once she got a no, she rejected me.”
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan was slightly stunned. This seasoned, middle-aged man wore a look of disbelief. “Could she be thinking…”
    

    

    
      “Right? It’s the first time I’ve seen someone so wicked it’s almost honest.” Qun Yushu couldn’t hold back his laughter. “If she could’ve gotten five tokens—or even one!—she would’ve agreed to become a Venerated Guest without hesitation! Just like when I offered the jade pendant for appraisal—she accepted without a second thought! As long as she can get a token, she doesn’t care about consequences or responsibilities!”
    

    

    
      “So just a short-sighted, ignorant village girl,” Chen Linchuan said with contempt in his eyes. “No need to waste energy on her. She’ll surely end up in the hands of the Jie or Shang Families. Better to go negotiate directly with them.”
    

    

    
      “Hopefully. If it’s with the Jie or Shang Families, our family elders will at least be more cautious.” Qun Yushu sighed deeply. “I just worry she’ll reject the Jie and Shang Families too and awaken greed in my uncles… I really don’t want to deal with her through less-than-honorable means.”
    

    

    
      “If such an opportunity really arises, no need for you to act. My Chen Family is willing to handle it.” Chen Linchuan opened the carriage door, signaling the conversation was over. “I’m not afraid to offend some ignorant village girl.”
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu shrugged, patted his rear, and left. Before leaving, he even snagged a bottle of wine from Chen Linchuan.
    

    

    
      He stepped outside and glanced toward the Qian Family’s carriage. Though it was far, he could faintly see a silhouette practicing her blade.
    

    

    
      “Short-sighted, huh…” Qun Yushu murmured.
    

    

    
      To throw away one’s reputation over a few tokens, to completely disregard long-term gains—that was indeed short-sighted.
    

    

    
      But the problem was—once she knew she wouldn’t get the tokens immediately, she could abandon the lifetime security of being a Venerated Guest without a hint of hesitation.
    

    

    
      Rather than calling her short-sighted, it was better to say she didn’t care.
    

    

    
      She didn’t care about luxurious clothes and fine food.
    

    

    
      She didn’t care about social status.
    

    

    
      She didn’t care about breaking promises.
    

    

    
      She didn’t care about life or death.
    

    

    
      She didn’t care about the future.
    

    

    
      The only thing she cared about was the blade in her hand.
    

    

    
      For some reason, a chill crept up Qun Yushu’s spine. His heart pounded violently, as if he were standing on the edge of a cliff, a visceral sense of danger welling from within.
    

    

    
      ‘Please, Jie and Shang Families… be more domineering,’ he thought bitterly. ‘Don’t give us the chance…’
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      Yan Qing held down the teapot and poured out the first brew, discarding it.
    

    

    
      He poured out the second brew, took a sip—initially astringent, but with a lingering sweet aftertaste, a bit like Tieguanyin.
    

    

    
      His life was improving now, even managing to get a full tea set.
    

    

    
      For the past two days, there had been feasts every day, with an abundance of rich foods, so he had to drink some tea to relieve the greasiness, lest he became constipated.
    

    

    
      Logically speaking, he should also count as a game character, since his name was listed in the character slot.
    

    

    
      But why did other game characters not need to poop, yet he possessed such a backward function?
    

    

    
      Or did Ye Si and Jiang Ten sneak off to poop when he wasn’t playing?
    

    

    
      While his mind wandered, Yan Qing watched ‘Jiang Ten’ return to the Qian Family’s carriage.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu had just finished bathing, her hair still steaming, and she wore a sheer silk nightgown.
    

    

    
      When she saw ‘Jiang Ten’, she pinched her nose and said, “Covered in sweat, go take a bath. The water’s still warm.”
    

    

    
      As ‘Jiang Ten’ went to bathe, the steam immediately obscured the entire screen.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing could only see the head, shoulders, and arms.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Qian Gongyu entered again and sat beside the bath barrel, asking, “Jiang Ten, are you planning to go to the Jie Family or the Shang Family? It should be the Jie Family, right? After all, their terms are better.”
    

    

    
      “You heard that?”
    

    

    
      “You two were talking right at the door. I heard bits and pieces.”
    

    

    
      After the banquet, Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao came separately, yet in tacit agreement, to recruit ‘Jiang Ten’.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s offer was undoubtedly the lowest—she required five years of service to the Shang Family before granting three tokens.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao’s offer was better—four years of service for four tokens, and the tokens were self-selected, chosen freely from the Jie Family’s treasury.
    

    

    
      However, both made it clear that this was only the minimum offer.
    

    

    
      Once they contacted their families, better terms were guaranteed.
    

    

    
      They didn’t need ‘Jiang Ten’ to agree immediately either.
    

    

    
      After the three-day secret realm in Mansu Woodland ended, they were sure their families would value ‘Jiang Ten’ even more.
    

    

    
      Their recruitment efforts mainly served to show that they valued ‘Jiang Ten’ as much as Qun Yushu did.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t mind working for noble families.
    

    

    
      As a player long tormented by canned single-player games, he was used to helping NPCs unclog toilets for the slightest benefits.
    

    

    
      As long as the price was right, who cared whose toilet he unclogged?
    

    

    
      As long as the other party cooperated in good faith, Yan Qing was happy to trade labor for rewards.
    

    

    
      But these people were too stingy.
    

    

    
      Each one hoarded their tokens, unwilling to give any unless a certain number of years of service had passed.
    

    

    
      Yet Yan Qing needed tokens now to increase his combat power!
    

    

    
      As for giving a token after one year of work...
    

    

    
      In The Messenger, even the clumsiest, most casual, least career-minded player—if they played for three hours daily—could reach the fourth transfer in less than half a year.
    

    

    
      Even if the difficulty in this world was double, one year would still be enough for Yan Qing to advance to the fourth transfer.
    

    

    
      If I’ve already reached Foundation Stage Fourth Transfer, would I still need your ordinary whiteboard tokens that can only be sold to shops?
    

    

    
      That’s why Yan Qing directly appraised the ‘Guardian Jade Pendant’ Qun Yushu handed over—
    

    

    
      He naturally understood how precious the basic function of “insight into all token information” from the game was in this world.
    

    

    
      It was equivalent to being the only literate person among a bunch of illiterates.
    

    

    
      Not just a public intellectual, it was more than enough to become a prophet.
    

    

    
      He also knew that once ‘Jiang Ten’ exposed this ability, she would attract even more covetous gazes.
    

    

    
      But as long as the benefits were in hand, it didn’t matter.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei had complained that ‘Jiang Ten’ shouldn’t have revealed her appraisal ability.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao was even more blunt, saying that ‘Jiang Ten’ was too rebellious and sharp-edged—far too shortsighted.
    

    

    
      They couldn’t understand why ‘Jiang Ten’ craved tokens so much.
    

    

    
      Why not bide her time and plan for long-term gains?
    

    

    
      After all, for most people, lying low and slowly building up was undoubtedly the correct path.
    

    

    
      After all, there’s only one life—people should think long-term.
    

    

    
      But their idea of “long-term” was far too shallow for Yan Qing.
    

    

    
      What he pursued was not merely the Foundation Stage Fourth Transfer.
    

    

    
      He aimed for the highest levels of the version: Seventh, Eighth, even Ninth Transfer.
    

    

    
      As long as he could scavenge enough equipment to survive the beginner stage, he didn’t care if he offended every noble family here.
    

    

    
      Sure, the noble families monopolized resources.
    

    

    
      Robbing their gold was an act of divine justice.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing had no interest in cloaking his actions in the guise of righteousness.
    

    

    
      He was simply ruthless and pragmatic.
    

    

    
      That’s how single-player gamers were—if the game mechanics allowed it, they’d use whatever worked: deception, theft, robbery.
    

    

    
      Game NPCs might call such actions crimes, but players called them “efficient.”
    

    

    
      “They didn’t offer good enough terms. I’ll wait until the Mansu Woodland ends and they present better ones.”
    

    

    
      “These aren’t good enough?” Qian Gongyu clicked her tongue. “Well, alright… Then you’ll be staying with me the next couple of days, right?”
    

    

    
      “Of course, milady.”
    

    

    
      “Hehe.”
    

    

    
      “Milady, shall we spar using tokens tomorrow?”
    

    

    
      “Huh? Ah, hmm… alright then.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu suddenly remembered something, ran out barefoot, then ran back barefoot holding a box.
    

    
      “This is the Spirit Jade that Xinlei gave me. Now that you've changed class to Messenger, Jiang Ten, let’s split it evenly!”
    

    

    
      “This was given to you, not me. Besides, I don’t lack Spirit Jade.”
    

    

    
      “You don’t lack it?” Qian Gongyu looked left and right, then suddenly recalled something.
    

    
      “Oh, you must have hidden the Spirit Jade in a storage token.”
    

    

    
      She lowered her head, looking at the box, her voice slightly downcast.
    

    
      “Of course… you have both a blade-type token and a storage token. Clearly a noble descendant with prestigious bloodline. How could you be like me, lacking Spirit Jade…”
    

    

    
      “But no reason to refuse it for free.”
    

    

    
      ‘Jiang Ten’ reached out and took half of the Spirit Jade in the box.
    

    
      “Let’s just say this is the fee for Miss Qian hiring me as a bodyguard.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu was stunned, half laughing and half crying.
    

    
      “That fee is too high, isn’t it? Only a few days and it costs three thousand Spirit Jade?”
    

    

    
      “But I’m worth it.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu blinked, leaning by the edge of the bath barrel, watching ‘Jiang Ten’ with a gentle smile.
    

    
      “That’s true.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The next morning, on the open ground before the entrance to Mansu Woodland, people were divided into three groups.
    

    

    
      The largest group was naturally the circle formed by noble descendants.
    

    
      Mansu Woodland was a three-day secret realm; missing even one day was equivalent to forfeiting.
    

    
      So they still had to step into the woodland today.
    

    

    
      They occasionally glanced at the group of four with ‘Jiang Ten’, their eyes full of envy, jealousy, and hatred.
    

    
      Envy that they didn’t have to suffer in the woodland.
    

    
      Jealousy that ‘Jiang Ten’ could influence Mansu Woodland.
    

    
      And hatred that she didn’t share this secret art with everyone—
    

    
      A mere black-belt commoner had managed to rise above them with this, how could they not hate her?
    

    

    
      The second group was Jie Zilong, Chen Linchuan, and Qun Yushu.
    

    
      They would enter Mansu Woodland together.
    

    
      If lucky, they’d be assigned as a team.
    

    
      If unlucky, they’d be separated—
    

    
      To this day, no one had figured out how teams were assigned in Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      The last group consisted of ‘Jiang Ten’ and her three companions.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go,” said Jie Zilong.
    

    
      “Anyway, they’ve already formed their teams. Even if we enter together, we won’t be assigned to the same one.”
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll leave it to you two seniors,” Qun Yushu said with a smile.
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan took a large spear from an attendant and was the first to step into the dense fog of the woodland.
    

    
      The other two followed close behind.
    

    
      Once they entered, ‘Jiang Ten’ and her companions also moved.
    

    
      Even if they didn’t enter together, they would still arrive at the same shelter.
    

    

    
      But Qian Gongyu seemed unaware of this and tightly clung to ‘Jiang Ten’s’ arm.
    

    
      Seeing this, Shang Xinlei held onto ‘Jiang Ten’s’ other arm.
    

    
      Then Jie Yuanshao, noticing the scene, hesitated briefly before reaching out and grabbing Shang Xinlei’s sleeve.
    

    

    
      Passing through a brief span of dense fog, the shelter reappeared before them.
    

    

    
      The shelter remained in the same state as when they had left it.
    

    
      The Blade Warrior Statue, the Stone House, the damaged wooden crossbow, and the broken walls.
    

    
      For some reason, once they returned to this dangerous place, Qian Gongyu completely relaxed, as if this place were safer than the outside world.
    

    

    
      At the same time, a new message popped up in the game:
    

    

    
      “You have entered Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      “Based on your level, you can now access the following milestone information.”
    

    

    
      “Bronze Hunter: You cleared the fifth stage of Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      “Silver Hunter: You cleared the tenth stage of Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      “Gold Hunter: You cleared the twentieth stage of Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      “Master of the Woodland: You cleared the ninety-ninth stage of Mansu Woodland.”
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      On the first day, the milestone intelligence wasn’t triggered, but on the second day it was, for an obvious reason: "Jiang Ten" had met the minimum level requirement to unlock this dungeon milestone.
    

    

    
      These milestones didn’t require players to go out of their way; they could be completed just by progressing normally through the dungeon.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing speculated that if a player's level was higher, say level 40 or 70, some trickier milestones might be triggered—like requiring players to build only the lowest-tier structures to pass later high-difficulty stages.
    

    

    
      If he came to the Mansu Woodland again next year, he’d have a chance to test that theory.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing first checked the highest-tier milestone, ‘Master of the Woodland,’ and his eyes immediately lit up.
    

    

    
      "Master of the Woodland: When there are more than a thousand trees within a one-kilometer radius, for every 10,000 points of theoretical damage from your token, an additional 1 point of true damage will be added. A single hit can deal up to 10 points of true damage. No cooldown."
    

    

    
      It was unexpectedly the precious true damage!
    

    

    
      In The Messenger, there weren’t many layers of mechanics—true damage meant real, rule-ignoring damage.
    

    

    
      Even a level 1 player could draw blood from a level 99 maxed-out player.
    

    

    
      But true damage was extremely rare—almost no tokens could inflict it.
    

    

    
      And even if one wanted to deal true damage, extremely harsh conditions had to be met.
    

    

    
      Take Master of the Woodland, for example—having a thousand trees wasn't hard for seventh-turn immortal players.
    

    

    
      There were plenty of tokens that could grow oases in deserts.
    

    

    
      The challenge was how to stop enemies from destroying the trees.
    

    

    
      However, if a high-level dungeon happened to be set in a jungle like the Mansu Woodland, this milestone would be practically invincible.
    

    

    
      As long as the player equipped a fast-attack token meeting the minimum damage threshold, they could drown all monsters in the dungeon with true damage.
    

    

    
      Only time-limited dungeons could afford to have such powerful milestones.
    

    

    
      This ensured traffic driven by events while also preventing an overabundance of true damage from disrupting game balance.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing continued to check the three simpler milestones, and as expected, their effects dropped significantly.
    

    

    
      "Bronze/Silver/Gold Hunter: When there are over a hundred trees within a one-kilometer radius, for every 100 points of theoretical damage from your token, 1 point of true damage will be added. A single hit can add a maximum of 1/2/3 points of true damage, with an internal cooldown of 1s/0.5s/0.3s."
    

    

    
      The requirement dropped from a thousand to a hundred trees, and the damage threshold dropped from 10,000 to 100.
    

    

    
      But the true damage also decreased to 1–3 points, and a cooldown was added, limiting the true damage output per second.
    

    

    
      Unlike Master of the Woodland, which had unlimited potential.
    

    

    
      Still, in terms of practicality, Yan Qing thought these three milestones were better than Master of the Woodland.
    

    

    
      Because players achieving these three milestones were generally under level 70.
    

    

    
      At that stage, most enemies didn’t have large-scale destructive power.
    

    

    
      As long as players found jungle terrain, they could reliably trigger this milestone.
    

    

    
      By the time he returned to the game, the other three teammates had long disappeared.
    

    

    
      They had already divided their collection areas last night.
    

    

    
      Now that they were in the Mansu Woodland, every second counted.
    

    

    
      Forty-five minutes might seem like a lot, but it wasn’t enough to sweep all the resources nearby.
    

    

    
      After a brief search, Yan Qing quickly found a pile of gems and crystals, and even located a stone mine.
    

    

    
      Attacking the stone mine caused a large number of collectible stones to fall—at least three times more than wild stones.
    

    

    
      However, these resource nodes shifted each turn.
    

    

    
      Where he had previously discovered a crystal mine was now empty.
    

    

    
      Five minutes later, Yan Qing noticed the distant jungle terrain had changed from grassland into a "super grassland" overgrown with one-meter-tall weeds.
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten’s" movement speed dropped by 70%.
    

    

    
      Even running didn’t help much.
    

    

    
      This was the watershed between players.
    

    

    
      Farther out, resources were certainly richer.
    

    

    
      But players without terrain-ignoring or scouting abilities would explore at a snail’s pace.
    

    

    
      The higher the player's level, the greater their gains during this phase.
    

    

    
      This gave high-level players a sense of superiority in this dungeon.
    

    

    
      This was a crucial design for the game.
    

    

    
      Even if the dungeon was meant to encourage players of all levels to participate, players still had to invest time and effort to level up.
    

    

    
      If high-level players had the same experience as low-level ones, they would inevitably feel frustrated.
    

    

    
      As the saying went, “Give a slap and then a sweet date.”
    

    

    
      This dungeon already limited all players' output abilities from the start, which was frustrating.
    

    

    
      They had to compensate by letting high-level players feel powerful elsewhere.
    

    

    
      Although "Jiang Ten" didn’t have terrain-ignoring abilities, she had the White Iron Straight Blade.
    

    

    
      With Moonring Slash clearing the path, Yan Qing quickly found a gem mine, followed by a cascade of various resources.
    

    

    
      If the resource density of the grassy area was 1, then the weedy area was at least 5.
    

    

    
      As he kept collecting, he suddenly saw what looked like a stone altar not far away.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing approached and saw that the stone seat had a groove on top.
    

    

    
      Below the seat, inscriptions were carved.
    

    

    
      The altar radiated a misty purple glow, mysterious and solemn.
    

    

    
      "You have discovered the ‘Spirit-Gathering Altar.’"
    

    

    
      "Spirit-Gathering Altar: Insert an ordinary token into the altar to upgrade it into a rare token."
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing widened his eyes at the object before him, wondering if The Messenger players were always this spoiled.
    

    

    
      This thing would count as a minor miracle even in a single-player game.
    

    

    
      And yet here it was in an MMORPG?
    

    

    
      And it wasn’t limited to the dungeon—it was a permanent reward.
    

    

    
      Although it could only upgrade from white-grade to rare, players could easily obtain high-level white-grade tokens.
    

    

    
      Assembling a full set of orange legendary tokens was something to aim for at endgame.
    

    

    
      Being able to get a rare token above one’s level made early game progression much smoother.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Yan Qing didn’t have any high-grade tokens.
    

    

    
      Aside from the White Iron Straight Blade in the warehouse, there was only Ye Si’s Ghostly Mask and the Guardian Jade Pendant Jiang Ten had just acquired.
    

    

    
      First, he excluded the White Iron Straight Blade—defensive tokens were more important than offensive ones.
    

    

    
      Next, he excluded the Ghostly Mask—because it was ugly.
    

    

    
      A few seconds later, the altar’s misty purple glow faded, clearly indicating it couldn’t be used again.
    

    

    
      A jade pendant glowing with a blue light appeared on the screen—
    

    

    
      “Yu Gong Jade Pendant”
    

    

    
      “Grade: First-Stage Rare”
    

    

    
      “Durability: 80/80”
    

    

    
      “Equip Requirement: 10 Spirit”
    

    

    
      “Effect · Guardian Spirit Shield: When you receive an attack dealing 20 or more damage, it will automatically activate a Guardian Spirit Shield with 100 HP to block the damage, consuming 2 Spirit Energy. If the Guardian Spirit Shield is triggered 5 times within 5 seconds, the jade pendant will enter a dormant state, and all effects will be disabled for 15 seconds.”
    

    

    
      “Effect · Yu Gong Man: When you receive an attack dealing less than 20 damage, the damage is reduced by 5. This effect applies to all extra damage types (bleed, burn, frostbite, etc.). Activating Yu Gong Man consumes 5 Spirit Energy and 1 Spirit Energy every 15 minutes.”
    

    

    
      “Effect · Yu Gong Soul: The more damage you endure while in Yu Gong Man state, the greater the Spirit stat increase when you level up.”
    

    

    
      “Evaluation: ‘Thanks to the invention of this jade pendant, even the weakest messengers of the Yu Gong Sect can now go mining.’”
    

    

    
      How to put it—the jade pendant was a good one.
    

    

    
      The first two effects were decent.
    

    

    
      The third effect was basically a bonus.
    

    

    
      A rare token being this useful—what more could one ask for?
    

    

    
      Though the evaluation was a bit absurd, like seeing a children’s protective gear review saying, “Now kids can finally do MMA thanks to this set.”
    

    

    
      After discovering the Spirit-Gathering Altar, Yan Qing searched even more enthusiastically.
    

    

    
      But by the 35-minute mark, he still hadn’t found a second similar special structure.
    

    

    
      He had, however, gathered quite a bit of resources.
    

    

    
      With 10 minutes left before the first wave of attacks, he had to head back.
    

    

    
      Back at the shelter, everyone had already piled up mountains of resources in the yard.
    

    

    
      Without much conversation, Yan Qing began construction—yesterday they’d spent the whole day discussing and had long decided on the build order.
    

    

    
      The first to be built wasn’t the statue, nor weapons, nor resource-reproduction buildings—it was the shelter!
    

    

    
      With the Blade Warrior Statue around, there was no need to worry about the first wave.
    

    

    
      And the higher the shelter level, the more buildings could be unlocked.
    

    

    
      Everyone agreed that wooden crossbows and catapults could only handle the first two waves.
    

    

    
      Only building advanced statues was the optimal solution in the Mansu Woodland!
    

    

    
      “Shelter Level: Level 1 Stone House → Level 2 Bunker”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced at the resources and found they had enough to build a higher-level shelter.
    

    

    
      After a quick discussion, Yan Qing upgraded the shelter again.
    

    

    
      Thus, a small stronghold with brick walls rose from the ground.
    

    

    
      In addition to rooms to hide in within the stronghold, they could now walk on the battlements to launch attacks from above.
    

    

    
      Walls no longer needed to be built—after each battle, they would automatically repair.
    

    

    
      “Shelter Level: Level 2 Bunker → Level 3 Stronghold”
    

    

    
      “Build Capacity: 1/18”
    

    

    
      “Available Upgrades—”
    

    

    
      “Shelter Upgrade · Castle: Requires 50 Wood, 50 Stone, 10 Gems, 10 Mercury, 10 Crystals, 10 Sulfur”
    

    

    
      “Defensive Facility · Arrow Tower: Requires 20 Stone. You can now build two arrow towers on the battlement, which do not occupy building capacity. Unless the outer wall collapses, the arrow towers won’t be destroyed and can be upgraded later.”
    

    

    
      “Defensive Facility · Moat: Requires 10 Wood. A moat can be dug outside the battlement wall to slow down hostile creatures. Cannot be destroyed. Can be upgraded later.”
    

    

    
      “Academic Facility · Study Room: Requires 10 Gems, 10 Mercury, 10 Crystals, 10 Sulfur. The study improves building efficiency. All facility resource costs -10%. Can be upgraded later.”
    

    

    
      “Academic Facility · Hall of Heroes: Requires 30 Wood, 30 Crystals. The number of random statue builds per round increases to three. Can be upgraded later.”
    

    

    
      “Functional Facility · Market: Requires 10 Wood, 10 Stone. Allows resource conversion.”
    

    

    
      “Attack Facility · Bronze Strongman: Requires 10 Wood, 10 Stone, 1 Mercury.”
    

    

    
      “Attack Facility · Silver Strongman: Requires 15 Wood, 15 Stone, 1 Gem.”
    

    

    
      “Random Statue This Round · Narcissus Mermaid Statue: Requires 5 Crystals, 20 Gems.”
    

    

    
      “Blade Royal Guard Statue (Upgraded from Blade Warrior): Requires 60 Crystals, 60 Sulfur. Building capacity usage increased to 3.”
    

    

    
      Other previously mentioned structures like wooden crossbows, catapults, and Guardian Stones would not be repeated.
    

    

    
      Even after upgrading the shelter twice, there were still many resources left.
    

    

    
      Because time was tight, Yan Qing directly proposed suggestions.
    

    

    
      Once approved by teammates, he pressed the sacred build button.
    

    

    
      “‘Study Room’ construction complete.”
    

    

    
      “‘Narcissus Mermaid Statue’ construction complete.”
    

    

    
      The Dense Fog descended.
    

    

    
      The first wave of attacks arrived, but they didn’t even need to lift a finger.
    

    

    
      The Blade Warrior and Narcissus Mermaid easily cleared out the monsters.
    

    

    
      The stronghold was far superior to the stone house.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t just spacious—there was furniture inside, candles lit in every corner, even a huge fireplace.
    

    

    
      They all sat around it.
    

    

    
      If not for the occasional sounds of monsters being torn apart outside, it would’ve looked like a group of beautiful girls having a cozy gathering.
    

    

    
      “Everyone.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu walked to the front facing the group.
    

    

    
      It was obvious she was trying to suppress her pride, but the silly smile on her face fully revealed her sacredness as always: “I’ve just completed my second job advancement.”
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      “When I was chopping trees in the forest just now, I suddenly came across an old tree with a human face. It was terrifying.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu made a grimace, unsure if she was showing how scared she had been or mimicking that old tree. “But I didn’t panic. I didn’t walk away. Instead, I talked to it. It said if I gave it fifty Spirit Jade, it would gift me a martial technique manual.”
    

    

    
      “After I threw fifty Spirit Jade into its mouth, it chewed for a bit, then actually spat out a manual! After reading it, I immediately mastered the Advanced Fist Technique. Right after, I advanced my class again and became an Iron-Claw Messenger. My Vital Energy and Blood skyrocketed, my strength surged, it was insane! But then the old tree turned into an ordinary tree. Even when I chopped it down, it didn’t react.”
    

    

    
      Although Qian Gongyu worked hard to make the story thrilling, no matter how it was told, it still sounded like she just had dumb luck. Yet the ending gave everyone a new impression of her—just after receiving a martial technique manual from some unknown being, she had the guts to chop it down. She was even bolder than Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten also shared her encounter with the Spirit-Gathering Altar and took out the Jade Pendant to show everyone. The difference between an ordinary token and a rare token was very obvious. Ordinary tokens were dull, while rare tokens emitted a blue glow.
    

    

    
      “You’re saying the Spirit-Gathering Altar can enhance any ordinary token into a rare token?” Shang Xinlei stressed the word “any.” “No restrictions at all? Even for the third to fourth job change?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten: “Even the ninth.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao thought she was exaggerating, but the mere fact it could enhance a fourth-job-change ordinary token was enough to cause a huge uproar in the outside world—maybe others didn’t know, but in Great Liang, most fourth-stage Messengers only owned ordinary tokens. Some didn’t even have one!
    

    

    
      A fourth-stage rare token was enough for a Messenger to dominate their generation and speak with unquestioned authority!
    

    

    
      If those fourth-stage Messengers truly ruling Great Liang learned of such a miracle in the Mansu Woodland...
    

    

    
      “Miss Jie.” Shang Xinlei suddenly called out to Jie Yuanshao, then stared at her fixedly.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao’s lips moved slightly. After a moment of silence, she gave a slight nod. “I can only promise not to tell the other clans.”
    

    

    
      Having reached a consensus with Jie Yuanshao, Shang Xinlei then seriously addressed the two members of the Qian Family. “Don’t spread the news about the Spirit-Gathering Altar. This information is far too explosive. If the earlier events were considered small skirmishes, now that it involves fourth-stage rare tokens, we’re talking about a landslide-level vortex. Even we may not be able to protect ourselves—let alone you two.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu nodded repeatedly like a pecking chick, frightened. Jiang Ten simply nodded calmly. Shang Xinlei had originally wanted to advise Jiang Ten not to use the rare Jade Pendant anymore, but she knew Jiang Ten’s response wouldn’t be satisfactory, so she didn’t bother.
    

    

    
      “But the news of Qian Gongyu’s second job change can’t be hidden. Everyone saw her previous strength. No one will believe it happened naturally,” Jie Yuanshao said. “The fact that the woodland can produce advanced manuals alone is enough to raise the attention of noble families—advanced manuals only come from third-stage secret realms, and each one is stained with dozens of lives.”
    

    

    
      “Stained with lives?” Qian Gongyu didn’t understand.
    

    

    
      “Even if third-stage Messengers form a team to enter a third-stage secret realm, they could still be seriously injured or suffer casualties,” Shang Xinlei explained. “And third-stage Messengers are prideful. To get them to raid a secret realm, how much profit would you need to offer?”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, most third-stage secret realms are conquered using a few third or second-stage Messengers as the core, with a large number of ordinary soldiers as meat shields at the front, taking the brunt of the demon attacks. Usually, after one battle, most soldiers are severely wounded and replaced. When the demon lord of the secret realm is finally slain, there are typically at least a hundred soldiers gravely wounded or dead.”
    

    

    
      “Miss Jie’s words that each advanced manual is stained with dozens of lives are not an exaggeration,” Shang Xinlei sighed. “Even in peacetime, thousands of soldiers die every year because of this.”
    

    

    
      “T-this is…” Qian Gongyu struggled for a long time before forcing out a word. “Too cruel, isn’t it?”
    

    

    
      “Cruel? This is considered benevolent governance that everyone praises.” Shang Xinlei shook her head. “Every year, countless people want to join the military garrison to support their families. Participating in a third-stage secret realm raid is even seen as a shortcut for commoners to ascend—because anyone, regardless of background, will be granted a basic martial technique and helped to become a Messenger after ten such raids.”
    

    

    
      “Many ancestors of prestigious families started as soldiers in the military garrison. Using the common folk isn’t cruel. What’s truly cruel is not giving them even the chance to be used, trampling them like weeds, letting them die without hope.”
    

    

    
      The firewood in the fireplace crackled, casting flickering light over Qian Gongyu’s uneasy face.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei had said so much just to fully explain the importance of advanced martial techniques.
    

    

    
      They were strategic resources that any family would sacrifice dozens of lives to obtain.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten was already at the center of attention, and if this news got out, she would become even more sought after.
    

    

    
      It would be a blessing for the strong, but a disaster for the weak.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten.” Qian Gongyu clutched the corner of her clothes, looking like a helpless and pitiful little raccoon. “Did I… did I cause you more trouble again?”
    

    

    
      After a short silence, Jiang Ten nodded. “You did.”
    

    

    
      “Then you’ll have to be my ox and horse for life to repay me, Missy.”
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      This was the first time everyone had heard such a strange form of grammar—every word made sense, but strung together, it became extremely odd.
    

    

    
      “It’s not so serious that I have to serve you for a lifetime like an ox or horse!” Qian Gongyu couldn’t hold it in anymore.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten was easy to talk to: “Then how about ten years?”
    

    

    
      “Ten years is no good either!”
    

    

    
      “Five years?”
    

    

    
      “No!”
    

    

    
      “How about one year?”
    

    

    
      “One year… If it’s one year…”
    

    

    
      Wait, were they seriously discussing this?
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was a bit speechless but also felt this was just Jiang Ten’s style.
    

    

    
      Free-spirited, greedy, completely unconcerned with moral norms, and very honest—she had never heard Jiang Ten utter a single falsehood, because Jiang Ten would never let herself suffer any grievance.
    

    

    
      She had originally wanted to use those two pieces of intelligence to push Jiang Ten into a corner and scare her, making her realize how many people would target her, and that the only way out was to join either her family or the Jie Family.
    

    

    
      But seeing Jiang Ten’s demeanor now, she suspected it had backfired.
    

    

    
      After all, besides “integrating into the world,” there was another way to solve “you can’t fight the whole world”—and that was “blow up the whole world.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei wanted to discuss this with Jie Yuanshao, but found that Jie Yuanshao was cupping her chin while watching Jiang Ten and Qian Gongyu argue whether to sell herself for seven or eight months, looking like an introverted warrior who wanted to join the conversation but didn’t know how.
    

    

    
      For some reason, the complex thoughts in Shang Xinlei’s mind gradually faded.
    

    

    
      She lazily leaned against the soft leather chair, watching Jie Yuanshao rack her brains to finally come up with a topic to join the chat, and thought to herself—if only there were milk tea and pastries here.
    

    

    
      Soon, the demon wave ended, and it was time to go out and gather again.
    

    

    
      But this time they didn’t get three quarters of an hour—only fifteen minutes.
    

    

    
      Fifteen minutes passed in a flash, and everyone returned with gathered resources, then began discussing how to best utilize what they had, based on the building list Jiang Ten provided.
    

    

    
      “If you trust me,” Jiang Ten suddenly said, “I still suggest upgrading the Shelter first.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao: “Reason?”
    

    

    
      “The Castle is a Level Four Shelter.” Jiang Ten repeated, “Level Four.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei immediately understood her idea and agreed, but Qian Gongyu was still clueless. “What’s so great about Level Four?”
    

    

    
      “Whether it’s secret realms, tokens, or job changes, the fourth stage is a huge watershed. Crossing it leads to earth-shaking changes,” Shang Xinlei said. “If the Shelter follows the same logic, then the buildings unlocked by a Level Four Shelter might be beyond imagination.”
    

    

    
      The resources surged like a torrent into the barrier.
    

    

    
      Standing within, they felt as though they were in a flash flood or tsunami.
    

    

    
      When the world returned to calm, a solemn and majestic castle appeared before them.
    

    

    
      The floor was carpeted, and the candlelight had been upgraded to splendid torches.
    

    

    
      But none of this sparked anyone’s interest.
    

    

    
      They all stared at Jiang Ten, waiting for her to introduce the new building options.
    

    

    
      However, Jiang Ten didn’t say a word.
    

    

    
      Instead, they saw the remaining resources in the courtyard transform into streams of light that rushed into a room inside the castle.
    

    

    
      She had built a new facility without consulting anyone—and nearly used up all the resources!
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao raised their eyebrows slightly.
    

    

    
      Such unilateral action didn’t fit Jiang Ten’s usual style.
    

    

    
      It could only mean one of two things: either this facility was so important to her that she’d build it even against opposition, or she was certain everyone would support prioritizing it.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten walked over and opened the new room.
    

    

    
      Soon, she emerged, carrying a sword, a blade, a pair of iron claws, and a set of throwing rings—exactly matching each of their weapon types.
    

    

    
      “Take them.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei received the throwing rings and saw that they were just ordinary iron rings—not even tokens. She asked doubtfully, “What are these for?”
    

    

    
      “The second wave is about to start,” Jiang Ten said. “Let’s go out and crush them.”
    

    

    
      Everyone was stunned.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao immediately reacted. “These weapons… can harm the demons in the Mansu Woodland?”
    

    

    
      “Not just that.” Jiang Ten said, “If you use these blood weapons to kill over a hundred enemies in the Mansu Woodland, the blood weapon will transform, based on your usage, into a token exclusively for you. And if you kill over three hundred enemies, you can even take the blood weapon out with you.”
    

    

    
      Before Shang Xinlei and the others could digest this information, Jiang Ten dropped an even heavier bombshell.
    

    

    
      “If you kill a thousand enemies, the blood weapon becomes an enhancement material that can be fused into any other token, raising it to an even higher level.”
    

    

    
      She paused, then added:
    

    

    
      “But at most, it can only be enhanced into a Legendary Token.”
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      At most, it can only be enhanced into a Legendary Token?
    

    

    
      Only?
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei suddenly realized that when a person was rendered speechless to the extreme, they truly couldn't say a word.
    

    

    
      She even somewhat regretted coming to Mansu Woodland—if she had just obediently gone to her family’s Secret Realm for vacation, she wouldn’t have encountered such a colossal opportunity—so colossal that even the Shang Family might not be able to protect it.
    

    

    
      “Miss Jie,” she let out a long sigh and said to Jie Yuanshao, “I won’t tell anyone anyway. If you want to report it to your family, I’ll just accept my fate.”
    

    

    
      “I can guarantee that before Jiang Ten re-enters the Mansu Woodland next year, I won’t leak this secret,” Jie Yuanshao immediately said, “If I still haven’t reached Third-Stage by then and haven’t inherited the family’s Rare Token, I’ll hand over this information to the family.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao had principles and followed the rules, but she wasn’t a fool.
    

    

    
      She was just the eldest miss of the Jie Family, not the family head, much less a Grand Elder. If this news got out, not just outsiders, even the elders in the family would covet it immensely.
    

    

    
      She valued her family and the bigger picture, but that didn’t mean she would willingly sacrifice her own interests for the benefit of others.
    

    

    
      “Thank you,” Shang Xinlei let out a long breath. “One year is enough.”
    

    

    
      Then they looked at Qian Gongyu, and Shang Xinlei smiled, “Xiaoyu, I remember the Qian Family doesn’t have any Rare Tokens or Precious Tokens, right? Such a precious opportunity to enhance something shouldn’t be wasted on a normal token…”
    

    

    
      “Name your price,” Jie Yuanshao was more direct, “As long as the Jie Family can do it, we’ll satisfy you.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not selling it!” Qian Gongyu shook her head repeatedly, hugging her Iron-Claw tightly. “I’ll definitely reach Third-Stage in the future. After that, I’ll get a Rare Token sooner or later. When I enhance it into a Precious Token, it’ll become the Qian Family’s heirloom… Unless you can directly give me a Precious Token, that might be acceptable. But at least Third-Stage, okay?”
    

    

    
      The two noble young ladies couldn’t help but shake their heads at this request. What Qian Gongyu was asking was effectively two Precious Tokens in exchange for one Legendary Token.
    

    

    
      A Legendary Token was certainly powerful, but two Precious Tokens could arm two Third-Stage combat forces for their family. Comparing the two, there was no doubt the latter was more meaningful to the family.
    

    

    
      Still, they weren’t in a rush. After all, they had an entire year. There was plenty of time to scheme and compete for Qian Gongyu’s enhancement material. The priority now was to quickly slay the demons and unlock and unseal those Blood Weapons…
    

    

    
      “Huh?” Shang Xinlei suddenly noticed someone was missing. “Where’s Jiang Ten?”
    

    

    
      “She left while you two were chatting,” said Qian Gongyu.
    

    

    
      “Not good! The low-level demons will all be wiped out by her!”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      "Your Blood Weapon has drunk the blood of one hundred Mansu demons and evolved into 'Ironblood Long Blade.'"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing quickly retreated from the monster horde and took a quick glance at the properties of the new token:
    

    

    
      "Ironblood Long Blade (Jiang Ten’s Exclusive Blood Weapon)"
    

    

    
      "Grade: First-Stage, Normal"
    

    

    
      "Durability: 45/45"
    

    

    
      "Equip Requirements: 7 Vital Energy and Blood, 3 Dexterity"
    

    

    
      "Effect - Ironblood Splash: You can activate the blade to enter Ironblood State. While in this state, every slash that draws blood causes the blood to transform into blades that splash and damage surrounding enemies, dealing 10 points of slashing damage. Activating this state consumes 10 Spirit Energy, lasts 10 seconds, with a 30-second cooldown."
    

    

    
      "Effect - Blood Forged: While in Ironblood State, every attack that draws blood restores the blade’s durability."
    

    

    
      "Effect - Sealed: This weapon cannot leave Mansu Woodland."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: The Blood Demon Sect spent hundreds of years in pursuit of crafting a weapon that could drink the blood of the strong and evolve infinitely. This blade is the result of their efforts during the first ten years."
    

    

    
      It truly matched Yan Qing’s needs perfectly. Faced with the onslaught of monsters blanketing the mountains, a weapon capable of wide-area attacks would undoubtedly increase his efficiency in killing them.
    

    

    
      He immediately activated the ‘Ironblood State’ and charged into the monster horde, slaughtering wildly.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and the others didn’t dare to act so recklessly. After all, these little monsters had around First-Stage combat power. If they weren’t careful, they could get injured. They had to rely on the Narcissus Mermaid and the Blade Warrior to draw the monsters’ attention.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing was different, for a very simple reason—the third-person perspective gave him an overwhelming advantage, and controlling a character had incomparable benefits.
    

    

    
      First-person view had blind spots. Third-person could observe in all directions, almost like having a Byakugan.
    

    

    
      In real combat, dodging required full-body muscle coordination. Controlling a character only needed one roll key.
    

    

    
      Not to mention, Yan Qing wasn’t even worried about ‘Jiang Ten’ getting hurt or dying…
    

    

    
      This was precisely why Yan Qing dared to act so brazenly—he truly wasn’t afraid of fighting these people and didn’t even believe he would necessarily lose.
    

    

    
      Although he hadn’t played The Messenger before, he had seen numerous videos like “Level 1 Useless Character No Parry No Defense No Damage vs. Blade Warrior (Level 30 Boss).”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing hadn’t tried it himself, but he didn’t believe he couldn’t do it—such was the confidence of a noble action game Brahmin.
    

    

    
      When the comb-headed monster finally fell, Yan Qing finally received a message he had long been waiting for:
    

    

    
      "You have comprehended [Advanced Footwork], currently at level 1."
    

    

    
      "Your Vital Energy and Blood increased by 0.5."
    

    

    
      "Your Spirit increased by 0.5."
    

    

    
      "Your Dexterity increased by 1."
    

    

    
      "You have reached level 11!"
    

    

    
      Was this the charm of the Woodland Messenger +50 Comprehension?
    

    

    
      You know, 'Ye Si' didn’t comprehend Advanced Blade Technique until level 16, and it took 7 real-life days—while ‘Jiang Ten’ had only been playing for 2 days!
    

    

    
      "At least leave some for us." Shang Xinlei complained. "I’ve only killed 16."
    

    

    
      "No way. I’m not satisfied with getting just one enhancement material. There are still two days left. I’m going to defeat at least two thousand enemies and farm two enhancement materials."
    

    

    
      As soon as he said this, everyone was stunned.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao asked in disbelief, "These Blood Weapons can be… infinitely farmed?"
    

    

    
      She didn’t even know how to describe it for a moment and subconsciously imitated Yan Qing’s wording.
    

    

    
      "As long as you can kill enough demons."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing actually still had more important intel he hadn’t mentioned—not because he wanted to hoard it, but because he felt it was too distant for them to grasp.
    

    

    
      "Bloodsoaked Iron Arsenal"
    

    

    
      "You can acquire Blood Weapons of any form from this arsenal and unlock more effects by killing enemies in Mansu Woodland."
    

    

    
      "100 kills: Blood Weapon evolves into a Token."
    

    

    
      "300 kills: Blood Weapon can be taken out of Mansu Woodland."
    

    

    
      "1000 kills: Blood Weapon can be used as enhancement material to upgrade any Token to a higher tier (up to Legendary)."
    

    

    
      "5000 kills: Blood Weapon can enhance any Token to Legendary tier, and the player may choose 3 out of 9 preset traits."
    

    

    
      "10000 kills: Blood Weapon can enhance any Token to Legendary tier, and the player may choose 3 out of 18 preset traits. For every additional 10000 kills, 3 more selectable traits are added."
    

    

    
      The most reliable reward for players participating in Mansu Woodland was probably this enhancement material.
    

    

    
      Clearly, in The Messenger, getting a Legendary Token wasn’t that hard—players simply hoarded these materials and waited until the final meta to draw cards, hoping to roll a perfect trait.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Yan Qing had no such hoarding delusions.
    

    

    
      He figured he probably couldn’t reach 5000 kills, so he’d just farm as many enhancement materials as possible—and train some other Advanced Martial Techniques while he was at it.
    

    

    
      After the second wave ended, they had another 30 minutes to scavenge.
    

    

    
      This time Yan Qing changed tactics: he let them venture further to search for rare resources, while he cleaned up the surrounding trees and stones.
    

    

    
      If there were four players, common resources like trees and stones weren’t lacking—you could just chop a bit while walking.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, in this team, only Yan Qing could store resources in a Personal Storage; the others had to carry them manually.
    

    

    
      So resources like timber and stone, which were in high demand and easy to gather, could only be handled by Yan Qing.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and the others felt a little guilty—after all, going further meant better chances for encounters.
    

    

    
      But this wasn’t the time to refuse. The upcoming third wave was even tougher—they had to race against the clock.
    

    

    
      There wasn’t much to say about chopping trees and breaking stones.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing nearly cleared all trees and stones within a 200-meter radius and gathered three stacks of rare resources.
    

    

    
      When the 30 minutes were almost up, the three girls returned carrying huge sacks.
    

    

    
      And this time, each of them had triggered an encounter.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu stumbled upon a garden.
    

    

    
      In the garden, tiny people fluttered like butterflies and cheerfully invited her to drink honey.
    

    

    
      After she drank the honey, she felt drowsy and only woke up after the time it takes to brew a pot of tea.
    

    

    
      The little people were gone—and she found that her Vital Energy and Blood had increased by roughly a quarter.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei found a Wooden Hut.
    

    

    
      Inside was a map showing the surrounding resource points.
    

    

    
      As a result, she brought back the most rare resources.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao didn’t have such a complicated event.
    

    

    
      She simply picked up a ring from the ground and discovered it was a Second-Stage Token—useful for herself.
    

    

    
      Watching them excitedly talk about their experiences, Yan Qing’s lips curled into a faint smile.
    

    

    
      He felt an indescribable joy—probably because Mansu Woodland was such a well-designed dungeon, and seeing his teammates enjoy it too made him happy.
    

    

    
      Seeing others enjoy something you like—it’s just delightful.
    

    

    
      But he had to maintain Jiang Ten’s cool and aloof persona, so he suppressed his desire to share and instead discussed building plans with them.
    

    

    
      Soon, the resources they brought back vanished like illusions, and many new buildings appeared in the Castle Courtyard—
    

    

    
      "'Portal' has been constructed."
    

    

    
      "Portal: Players receive four tokens. As long as a token is activated in Mansu Woodland, the player can instantly return to the Shelter through the portal. Tokens cannot be taken out of Mansu Woodland."
    

    

    
      "'Hall of Heroes' has been constructed."
    

    

    
      "Hall of Heroes: The number of random building statues per round increases to three."
    

    

    
      "'Funeral Mermaid Statue' construction complete."
    

    

    
      "'Six-Bodhi Warrior Statue' construction complete."
    

    

    
      "'Eagle Archer Statue' construction complete."
    

    

    
      Needless to say, the Portal was of huge strategic importance.
    

    

    
      With it, they no longer had to waste ten or more minutes returning—they could scavenge until the last moment and teleport back.
    

    

    
      The Hall of Heroes was just as valuable.
    

    

    
      Statues were undoubtedly the strongest force in a Shelter.
    

    

    
      The current goal was to build as many as possible to cover the field.
    

    

    
      As the Dense Fog descended, the third wave of monsters attacked.
    

    

    
      When they finally saw the two monsters emerging from the fog, all of their expressions changed.
    

    

    
      "White Bat and Venom Viper—both are Third-Stage Demon Lords," Jie Yuanshao said grimly.
    

    

    
      "Good thing we retreated yesterday… The third wave actually brings two Demon Lords at once!"
    

    

    
      "Can we win?" Qian Gongyu asked worriedly.
    

    

    
      "We will."
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten simply answered and dashed onto the battlefield, with the others following close behind—
    

    

    
      This time, they absolutely had to snatch the spoils from Jiang Ten’s mouth!
    

    

    
      They couldn’t let her wipe out all the mobs again!
    

    

    
      As the snake swarm and bat horde approached the Castle, suddenly a giant mass of water surged out.
    

    

    
      It trapped dozens of monsters like a water prison.
    

    

    
      Then an ice orb struck the water mass—instantly freezing all the trapped monsters and killing them on the spot!
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing remembered those statues weren’t this powerful.
    

    

    
      And they usually fought separately.
    

    

    
      How did they pull off such precise coordination?
    

    

    
      When he turned to look at the statues, he saw the Narcissus Mermaid and the Funeral Mermaid glowing with a violet radiance, as if they were linked together.
    

    

    
      Below their health bars, a special status effect appeared—
    

    

    
      "Pearl Tear Alliance: When the number of Pearl Tear Messengers ≥ 2, all Token effects of Pearl Tear Messengers have +50% range, and they will prioritize attacking in coordination with each other. (Narcissus Mermaid, Funeral Mermaid)"
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      "Tomorrow, how about we endure for half an hour and then withdraw?"
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu's first words after coming out of the Mansu Woodland were said with a bitter smile: "I'm just a mere Second-Stage, really can't hold out as long as you guys."
    

    

    
      "You're clearly the most energetic one, even had energy left to go out and slay a few demons." Jie Zilong laughed, "Your soul strength... is about Third-Stage, isn't it?"
    

    

    
      "Far from it, far from it." Qun Yushu looked around upon exiting, then turned back to glance at the individual score rankings: "They're still not out, as expected."
    

    

    
      "Yuanshao and the others could already endure an hour yesterday; today they'll last even longer." Jie Zilong said calmly, "What they accumulated yesterday becomes the foundation for today."
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu and Chen Linchuan exchanged glances. They still had no idea what the internal mechanics of Mansu Woodland were like. The Jie and Shang families were tight-lipped, and they could only guess based on Jie Zilong’s occasional hints.
    

    

    
      "They should be facing the third demon wave right now." Jie Zilong didn’t mind revealing secrets, casually letting slip a key piece of intel about Mansu Woodland: "You can vaguely hear the roars of the demons."
    

    

    
      "You really can." Qun Yushu leaned toward the entrance of Mansu Woodland and perked up his ears: "And it's quite clear. Probably because they’re the only ones left inside, without interference from other demons."
    

    

    
      "We endured for half an hour. Although there were breaks in between, it was always the same group of demons surrounding us." Chen Linchuan suddenly said, "How on earth did they deal with these undying demons?"
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong smiled without answering. After a while, he suddenly said: "Listen, the sound is fading. They've made it through the third demon wave."
    

    

    
      "They should be coming out soon, right?" Qun Yushu guessed, "Let’s wait for them."
    

    

    
      That wait turned into another half hour. After that, they again heard the monsters roaring, but this time, all of them changed expressions.
    

    

    
      "I think I hear the roars of five Demon Lords." Qun Yushu dropped his usual carefree tone and closed his eyes to listen.
    

    

    
      "Savage Bull Demon, Stone-Hard Beast, Peach-Blossom Demon Ape, Quagmire Crab, and the lightning-fast Dragonfly!" Chen Linchuan’s hearing was sharper. He sucked in a cold breath: "They're actually up against five Third-Stage Demon Lords at once?"
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong quietly stared at the Mansu Woodland, not saying a word.
    

    

    
      After about fifteen minutes, the demonic roars gradually died down and disappeared. Only then did Jie Zilong slowly exhale: "Looks like they’re confident."
    

    

    
      "Quick, go prepare a banquet!" Qun Yushu summoned a servant: "The warriors are coming back—we must welcome them with a grand feast!"
    

    

    
      Everyone looked toward the entrance of Mansu Woodland, waiting for the four of them to return. But a quarter passed, then another. The banquet was ready, but the entrance remained silent.
    

    

    
      "They... still haven’t come back?" Chen Linchuan couldn’t believe it: "Even after the fourth demon wave brought five Demon Lords, they still dare to face the next wave?"
    

    

    
      "Yeah, even five Demon Lords already showed up." Qun Yushu exchanged a glance with them: "So what kind of demons could appear in the next wave to be stronger than that? Seven Demon Lords? That wouldn’t be so bad. But if fewer appear, they might be in danger."
    

    

    
      That sounded strange. Why would fewer Demon Lords mean more danger? But everyone present understood, and Jie Zilong, in particular, could no longer remain calm. His expression turned grim as he stared tightly at Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      No one knew how much time had passed. Suddenly, everyone trembled slightly, goosebumps rising all over. Though it was a sunny day, dark clouds gathered above Mansu Woodland, and a thunderstorm abruptly broke out.
    

    

    
      "Roar—"
    

    

    
      A thunderous roar from the depths of Mansu Woodland erupted like fire meeting lightning, crashing down like a storm upon the camp. Nearly everyone collapsed to the ground, their legs trembling in fear. Only Jie Zilong and the other two could barely stay standing, but their faces were pale as paper, using every ounce of willpower not to turn and flee.
    

    

    
      "Fourth-Stage Demon, Thunderstorm Lion!" Chen Linchuan’s voice trembled, uncertain if it was from excitement or fear: "Thunderclouds follow it, and its roar crashes like a storm. That’s definitely the Thunderstorm Lion!"
    

    

    
      "Mansu Woodland actually birthed a Fourth-Stage Demon!"
    

    

    
      "And they actually dared to challenge a Fourth-Stage Demon!"
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      "Fourth-Stage Demon, Thunderstorm Lion."
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao stared at the fanged beast roaring in the Dense Fog. Even from a hundred meters away, she still gripped the hilt of her sword tightly, goosebumps rising on her arms.
    

    

    
      "Its record originates from the secret realm records of the Ancient Tree Forest."
    

    

    
      "It was not classified as a Demon Lord, but rather an ordinary demon commonly seen within the secret realm."
    

    

    
      "Usually, one male lion and multiple lionesses hunt together."
    

    

    
      "Among the Fourth-Stage Secret Realms, Ancient Tree Forest is considered the easiest one."
    

    

    
      "The Thunderstorm Lion is also one of the weaker kinds of Fourth-Stage demons, so there are relatively many records about it."
    

    

    
      "It does not have any associated token."
    

    

    
      "It relies entirely on claws and fangs for attack."
    

    

    
      "Its only peculiarity is its innate lightning entanglement—any attack it makes will paralyze its target."
    

    

    
      "However, it is still a Fourth-Stage demon, a foundational creature far superior to Third-Stage beings!"
    

    

    
      Crash—
    

    

    
      The Thunderstorm Lion stepped out of the Dense Fog.
    

    

    
      Its mane sparkled with lightning, and its size was not as large as other Demon Lords, more like that of a normal lion, standing around two meters tall.
    

    

    
      It seemed to be drooling from its mouth—or perhaps it was swallowing thunder.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      With a thunderous explosion, it suddenly darted out like lightning.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, it covered a distance of over ten meters.
    

    

    
      In less than three breaths, it had already reached the outer wall.
    

    

    
      Then it pushed off with its hind legs and gracefully leapt.
    

    

    
      Its four feet lightly tapped the outer wall like a dragonfly skimming the water.
    

    

    
      This motion reminded Yan Qing of cats he had seen before, fond of bouncing off walls.
    

    

    
      Yet this outer wall, which could resist the demon wave for quite some time, shattered into pieces with just one stomp from the Thunderstorm Lion—like tofu smashed by a fist.
    

    

    
      Such speed, such power, such ease!
    

    

    
      "Moves like thunder."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei's voice trembled slightly, as if from both fear and excitement: "This is the power of a Fourth-Stage... and it’s just the weakest kind!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, six statues were unsealed.
    

    

    
      Blade Warrior, Chaos Warrior, Dragon-Breaking Warrior, Narcissus Mermaid, Funeral Mermaid, Eagle Archer.
    

    

    
      Under the overwhelming presence of the Thunderstorm Lion, these Demon Lords who once struck fear into the secret realms now appeared so feeble.
    

    

    
      Two arrow towers on the castle had already opened fire.
    

    

    
      But the Thunderstorm Lion didn’t care at all about these basic arrow towers without upgrades.
    

    

    
      Like a cat shooing away flies, it casually swept its tail and knocked away the steel arrows shot by the beast-hunting bows.
    

    

    
      It looked at the six approaching Demon Lords, snorting twin streams of electricity from its nostrils, its disdain evident.
    

    

    
      In fact, Yan Qing had built eight statues.
    

    

    
      But two had been severely damaged in the fourth wave assault and would shatter on contact if deployed now.
    

    

    
      So Yan Qing reserved them as a backup force.
    

    

    
      If the six statues failed to win… he’d send those two to cover everyone's retreat from Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, twelve Silver Warriors climbed the walls with bows drawn.
    

    

    
      They also carried longswords at their waists, ready to draw blades if monsters breached the wall.
    

    

    
      In the first and second waves, they alone could have cleared the beast hordes before the Demon Lords.
    

    

    
      Now, Yan Qing only hoped they could slightly interfere with the Thunderstorm Lion’s actions.
    

    

    
      Actually, Yan Qing knew how to guarantee survival through the fifth wave: upgrade the statues.
    

    

    
      Each statue had an upgrade option.
    

    

    
      Currently, they were at Third-Stage power.
    

    

    
      If upgraded, they would at least be Fourth-Stage—fighting the Thunderstorm Lion would be like disciplining a child.
    

    

    
      But the resources required to upgrade were enormous.
    

    

    
      The Narcissus Mermaid needed 60 gems and 50 crystals.
    

    

    
      Blade Warrior required 60 crystals and 60 sulfur.
    

    

    
      The other statues had similar costs.
    

    

    
      The only slightly lenient one, Eagle Archer, needed 300 wood and 50 mercury—if Yan Qing spent an hour chopping wood, he might collect 300 wood.
    

    

    
      With such high resource demands, Yan Qing couldn’t afford to upgrade even a single statue.
    

    

    
      But he was not unprepared.
    

    

    
      After discovering the “Pearl Tear Alliance” synergy between Narcissus Mermaid and Funeral Mermaid, Yan Qing finally realized that this instance blended survival-building and auto-chess gameplay.
    

    

    
      And the core mechanic of auto-chess is the synergy system—gathering characters from the same faction boosts overall strength.
    

    

    
      Synergy was undoubtedly the fastest way to increase statue power.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing knew nothing about the factions of these statues.
    

    

    
      The construction list didn’t provide this information.
    

    

    
      Clearly, the developers wanted players to delve into the bosses’ backstories and speculate on which could form synergies.
    

    

    
      But that was fine—lack of knowledge could be compensated by numbers.
    

    

    
      "Hall of Heroes: Each turn, the number of random statues available for construction increases to three, and resources can be spent to reroll and refresh three new random statues."
    

    

    
      "The more rerolls, the higher the resource cost."
    

    

    
      "Once a statue is built, rerolling becomes unavailable."
    

    

    
      The Hall of Heroes also required considerable resources.
    

    

    
      Its only additional function was allowing statue options to be rerolled each turn.
    

    

    
      And this reroll process also consumed resources.
    

    

    
      Though cheap materials like wood and stone could be used, frequent rerolls would burn through them fast.
    

    

    
      This was no different from gambling.
    

    

    
      If Yan Qing failed to draw the statue he needed, it would be like pouring resources down the drain.
    

    

    
      And since he didn’t know which statues could form synergies, he could only filter by names.
    

    

    
      If names alone couldn’t reveal their base faction, Yan Qing was certain that every year around this time, countless players would be cursing the devs’ entire bloodline.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, he won the gamble.
    

    

    
      "Comrade Alliance: When the number of Comrade Alliance members ≥ 2, for every member nearby, gain +100 Vital Energy and +100 Dexterity."
    

    

    
      "Members will support each other."
    

    

    
      "(Blade Warrior, Chaos Warrior, Dragon-Breaking Warrior)"
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      Unlike the Pearl Tear Alliance, the Comrade Alliance’s synergy had not unlocked the second token for statues like the Blade Warrior— it simply increased their stats, so how effective was it in actual combat?
    

    

    
      Outside the city walls, three warriors charged ahead toward the Thunderstorm Lion, with the Dragon-Breaking Warrior clad in massive armor leading the charge.
    

    

    
      With armor equipped, his height reached 2.3 meters, and his shoulders were nearly a meter wide, making his head look disproportionately small—at a glance, he resembled a dragonfly warrior.
    

    

    
      He wielded a greatsword as long as himself, charging forward like a dump truck.
    

    

    
      Sensing a threat, the Thunderstorm Lion rolled in place to build up power, then slapped its paw down with thunder and sparks at the Dragon-Breaking Warrior!
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      With a loud crash, the Dragon-Breaking Warrior’s arm was bent backward, but as the Thunderstorm Lion tried to follow up with a claw flurry, the Blade Warrior with his long blade and the Chaos Warrior with sword and shield had already arrived.
    

    

    
      The three circled the Thunderstorm Lion, surprisingly managing to withstand this Foundation-stage beast!
    

    

    
      That was the power of +100 Vital Energy and Blood and +100 Dexterity—even players focused on those stats would only have around 100 each at level 39.
    

    

    
      Even if the Demon Lords had higher stats, the boost was still nearly a doubling of strength for them.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the Comrade Alliance's effect stacked with each member, so their Vital Energy and Dexterity were now above 300!
    

    

    
      Although the exact stats of the Thunderstorm Lion were unknown, Yan Qing vaguely remembered that top players who built around Vital Energy would start at about 1000 at the beginning of the Fourth Job Change—ordinary players would be a hundred or two lower.
    

    

    
      Calculating from that, the Thunderstorm Lion, as a new Fourth-Stage monster, should have around 500–800 Vital Energy.
    

    

    
      Though still superior to the three warriors, it could no longer kill them with a single strike.
    

    

    
      During this time, the Chaos Warrior and Blade Warrior got injured again, but the Dragon-Breaking Warrior’s previously twisted arm had fully recovered.
    

    

    
      The strong recovery from 300 Vital Energy was enough to heal them mid-battle.
    

    

    
      But the same was true for the Thunderstorm Lion.
    

    

    
      Though slashed repeatedly and covered in wounds, its injuries healed visibly fast, almost stopping the bleeding the moment it was hurt.
    

    

    
      If not for the Mansu Woodland forcing it to attack the shelter, Yan Qing and the others would’ve had no chance to kill it—it would flee, heal, and return at will. Who could beat that?
    

    

    
      However, with the Narcissus Mermaid, Funeral Mermaid, and Eagle Archer now in position and focusing fire, the Thunderstorm Lion was in even greater trouble, its furious roars shaking the heavens.
    

    

    
      Seeing the situation stabilize, Yan Qing decisively controlled “Jiang Ten” to leap off the wall and join the battlefield.
    

    

    
      Even with a defensive token, it was extremely risky to join such a high-end melee—the Thunderstorm Lion could potentially land six strikes in a second, and “Jiang Ten” could be instantly killed.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing trusted his own skill more.
    

    

    
      He felt his dynamic vision and precision had surpassed his seventeen-year-old self.
    

    

    
      As a Martial Messenger, he could now fully utilize every performance feature of his game character.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Qian Gongyu instinctively wanted to rush out too, but Shang Xinlei immediately held her back: “She’s pushing her limits—you’d just be throwing your life away!”
    

    

    
      “It’s too dangerous,” Jie Yuanshao said. “Why is she in such a rush? With her talent, she could’ve reached the top with steady cultivation.”
    

    

    
      “Rather than ‘in a rush,’ I’d say she’s ‘clear-minded,’” Shang Xinlei said. “She’s different from us… She knows her path with certainty. Every step she takes is without hesitation. She’s never regretted a single decision for even a second.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu looked surprised. “Do you two hesitate and regret?”
    

    

    
      “Of course,” Jie Yuanshao said in a low voice. “My family sees me as the one most likely to reach the Fourth Job Change in this generation. But did I really choose the right path? I have talent in swordsmanship, blade techniques, and spearmanship… but I chose swordsmanship. Can I truly master it to the pinnacle and attain Immortal Foundation?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t have as big a family burden as Miss Jie,” Shang Xinlei said. “But I’m more… opinionated. I often do things my family forbids. Although I enjoy it, sometimes I do wonder if I made the wrong choice.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu said, “I thought nobles like you would have your lives planned out from early on…”
    

    

    
      “True nobility doesn’t come from bloodline—it comes from the determination forged through countless trials.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao watched the battlefield where life and death intertwined, her usually stern face showing a look of admiration. “Though I still don’t agree with how recklessly she acts…”
    

    

    
      “I really do want to witness her future—everything about her.”
    

    

    
      After a grueling half-hour of bloodletting and fierce battle, the Thunderstorm Lion finally couldn’t withstand the torment and collapsed after one last roar.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing’s side wasn’t in much better shape.
    

    

    
      All three Comrade Alliance warriors were at critical health, the Funeral Mermaid had been accidentally killed, and only the Narcissus Mermaid and Eagle Archer remained unharmed.
    

    

    
      However, as the system message popped up, all their hardship turned into joy:
    

    

    
      “‘Bronze Hunter’ milestone achieved.”
    

    

    
      “Blood-Forged Long Blade (Jiang Ten’s exclusive Blood Weapon) has unlocked its seal. You may now carry it out of Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      “You have comprehended ‘Advanced Footwork,’ currently at Level 3.”
    

    

    
      “You have comprehended ‘Advanced Blade Technique,’ currently at Level 1.”
    

    

    
      “Due to the player clearing Stage 5 for the first time, the next wave of monsters will attack in 59:59.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing found it a bit strange.
    

    

    
      For the third and fourth waves, he had deliberately let many monsters through so his teammates could unseal their Blood Weapons, which meant he had only around two hundred kills—still some distance from three hundred.
    

    

    
      So how had it suddenly unsealed?
    

    

    
      Upon closer inspection, he discovered that because he contributed 10% of the damage to the Thunderstorm Lion, the game rewarded him with 50 kill credits.
    

    

    
      In other words, killing the Thunderstorm Lion alone was equivalent to killing five hundred monsters.
    

    

    
      But who could solo a Fourth-Stage monster with First-Stage Tokens?
    

    

    
      A Seventh-Stage player?
    

    

    
      The more Yan Qing played, the more he felt there was still much to explore in this instance.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, his level was too low; he could only return next year.
    

    

    
      “Tomorrow we’ll have half an hour to search—let’s aim to clear Stage 10.”
    

    

    
      “If Fourth-Stage monsters are already appearing at Stage 5, what kind of monsters will show up at Stage 10?” Qian Gongyu exclaimed.
    

    

    
      “Is pushing to Stage 10 that important?” Shang Xinlei asked keenly.
    

    

    
      “Very important.”
    

    

    
      “Then let’s rest up tonight and give it our all tomorrow,” said Jie Yuanshao. “Let’s discuss our building plans over dinner tonight.”
    

    

    
      The four stepped into the mist.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu let out a cry, “My Iron Claw is gone!”
    

    

    
      “My Throwing Ring is gone too—guess I didn’t kill enough enemies to bring it out,” Shang Xinlei glanced at “Jiang Ten.” “Your Blood Weapon made it out?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “Can you hide it?” Jie Yuanshao looked at ‘Jiang Ten’, her tone neither commanding nor urging—just a simple question.
    

    

    
      Seeing ‘Jiang Ten’ obediently put away the Blood-Forged Long Blade, everyone relaxed a little and stepped lightly out of the Dense Fog.
    

    

    
      “Yuanshao!”
    

    

    
      “Welcome back, everyone.”
    

    

    
      “Did the Thunderstorm Lion appear inside?”
    

    

    
      “You actually defeated a Fourth-Stage demon?”
    

    

    
      As soon as they exited the Mansu Woodland, those who had been waiting outside for over half an hour immediately surrounded them.
    

    

    
      Aside from Jie Zilong checking on Jie Yuanshao’s safety, Qun Yushu, Chen Linchuan, and others were more interested in what had happened inside.
    

    

    
      They crowded in front of the four-person team, their faces full of curiosity and excitement.
    

    

    
      When Shang Xinlei confirmed it, Chen Linchuan’s pupils shrank, his mouth opened and closed as if he wanted to speak, but in the end said nothing.
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu, on the other hand, was straightforward—he gave them a thumbs-up, his face full of admiration. “Impressive!”
    

    

    
      “You managed to defeat the Thunderstorm Lion?”
    

    

    
      A pale-faced middle-aged man behind them suddenly asked, “You don’t even have a single Third-Stage Messenger. How did you withstand the Thunderstorm Lion’s attacks?”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu blurted out, “Well of course we relied on—”
    

    

    
      “You’re hungry.” Shang Xinlei immediately covered Qian Gongyu’s mouth. “Sorry, we’re exhausted and starving—can we talk later?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man nodded.
    

    

    
      Just as everyone thought the topic had ended, his right hand suddenly extended strangely—like a venomous snake—striking at ‘Jiang Ten’!
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      The first to react wasn’t ‘Jiang Ten’, nor any other Third-Stage Messenger, but Qian Gongyu, who had been paying the most attention and was closest to her!
    

    

    
      She reached out and intercepted the man’s snake-like hand, and within a flash, they exchanged three blows!
    

    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    

    
      “Lu Wangji!”
    

    

    
      The surrounding crowd immediately separated the middle-aged man and Qian Gongyu.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong’s face turned extremely grim. “Lu Wangji, did you come all the way to Mansu Woodland just to try to assert control through force? Is this your own decision or the court’s?”
    

    

    
      “Lu Wangji,” Qun Yushu sneered, though his smile was insincere. “If there’s a problem, let’s talk it out. Why the hands-on probing? Your Xiao Cavalry Guard’s habit of testing others really needs to change.”
    

    

    
      However, the middle-aged man simply stared at his own right hand, looking as if he had seen a ghost.
    

    

    
      He glanced back at Qian Gongyu behind the crowd and slowly raised his right hand for all to see—his palm had three bloody scratches.
    

    

    
      “Lu Wangji, have you declined to the point where even a little girl can injure you?” Chen Linchuan mocked.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man shook his head.
    

    

    
      “My Heartguard Mirror was active the entire time. Her Silk Thread Glove Token is decent, but there’s no way it could pierce the Heartguard Mirror’s seven-layer reflection.”
    

    

    
      “She didn’t even break through the first layer… and yet I was still injured.”
    

    

    
      “Moreover, several breaths have passed, and my wound is still bleeding.”
    

    

    
      At that, Jie Zilong and the others’ expressions changed slightly as they turned to look at Qian Gongyu.
    

    

    
      Never before receiving such attention, Qian Gongyu immediately grew nervous and tiptoed behind ‘Jiang Ten’.
    

    

    
      “To bypass token powers and suppress Vital Energy’s self-recovery—there’s only one force I know that can do that.”
    

    

    
      Middle-aged man Lu Wangji slowly uttered a term that sounded faintly familiar to Yan Qing.
    

    

    
      “Power of Calamity.”
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      Inside the Mushroom House, Jie Zilong cleared the table and chairs to make a large open space, then beckoned to Jie Yuanshao, “Come.”
    

    

    
      Across from him, Jie Yuanshao held a longsword in her hands.
    

    

    
      She first pushed the sword guard away from the sheath opening, then drew the longsword completely.
    

    

    
      Throughout the entire process, there was not a single screech of friction between the blade and the sheath, showing how cautious and skilled she was—fast, yet orderly.
    

    

    
      As she completed this peculiar sword-drawing ritual, a shade of ghostly blue emerged from the blade, coating the longsword with a venomous sharpness.
    

    

    
      This ghostly blue even merged with Jie Yuanshao herself, nullifying the weight of her body and making all her movements lighter.
    

    

    
      This was the power of the Second-Stage Rare Token: Hidden Blade of the Return Vault.
    

    

    
      Unlike most “instant-activation” tokens, the Hidden Blade of the Return Vault required the Messenger to complete a sword-drawing ritual to awaken its power.
    

    

    
      The downside was obvious, but the benefit was that the more elaborate, solemn, and lengthy the ritual, the more terrifying the power.
    

    

    
      If one were to conduct a three-day-and-night sword-offering ceremony, its power could be enhanced tenfold, far exceeding even Third-Stage levels.
    

    

    
      Though it was rarely possible to have that much preparation time, the Jie Family had long discovered the most efficient sword-drawing method.
    

    

    
      This was precisely Jie Yuanshao’s “Silent Draw,” which took nearly two breaths to perform, allowing her to unleash thirteen and a half percent of the sword’s power.
    

    

    
      “Careful.”
    

    

    
      The moment the words landed, Jie Yuanshao transformed into a lone white blur and slashed past Jie Zilong with a single sword strike.
    

    

    
      Most people, seeing her as a woman using such a light weapon as a sword, would assume she specialized in maneuvering and strategy.
    

    

    
      They had no idea her combat style was the most valiant, aiming to shatter weapons, break shields, and take heads—thunder roaring without end!
    

    

    
      Before Jie Zilong could turn around, Jie Yuanshao slashed a second time, then a third!
    

    

    
      Each sword strike was like lightning moving through this narrow space.
    

    

    
      The third strike astonishingly returned to the starting point.
    

    

    
      By now, the ground beneath her boots had six scorched black marks, as though thunder had walked through.
    

    

    
      “Your Hidden Three Strikes are already comparable to your father’s. At your age, he could only take a second step with his Thunder-Walking Boots.”
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong touched the two blood streaks on his face.
    

    

    
      “But your precision is still lacking a bit.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao said nothing, merely touching her neck.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong paused and slid his finger along his own neck—his fingertip was stained with blood.
    

    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    

    
      He raised his eyebrows.
    

    

    
      “That brat Qun Yushu can’t compare to you. Among this generation in Great Liang, no one surpasses you—maybe in a few years, even no one from my generation will surpass you.”
    

    

    
      “Still far from enough. If I had fully mastered the Hidden Sword Technique, I should’ve struck the same spot with all three strikes just now. At the very least, I could’ve pierced through your Heartguard Mirror’s triple defense.”
    

    

    
      She sheathed her sword.
    

    

    
      “Besides, the most outstanding one of this generation is no longer me.”
    

    

    
      “Are you conceding?”
    

    

    
      “No, I’ve accepted it. I’m not arrogant enough to think I’m the best in the world,” Jie Yuanshao said.
    

    

    
      “I’m not disheartened either. On the contrary, I’m more ambitious than ever.”
    

    

    
      “I want to see—between her and me, who will first touch the path of Foundation Building.”
    

    

    
      “You think highly of her.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t you think highly of her too, Uncle?”
    

    

    
      “To evaluate someone, you must consider both talent and character,” Jie Zilong sighed.
    

    

    
      “Not everyone has a future.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao frowned.
    

    

    
      “I believe her talent is so great that our clan should protect her with full force.”
    

    

    
      “Even just for the future returns from Mansu Woodland, it’s worth giving her the highest honor.”
    

    

    
      “When you activated the Power of Calamity, did you feel anything different?” Jie Zilong suddenly changed the subject.
    

    

    
      “There was wind.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao answered seriously:
    

    

    
      “When I unleashed the Hidden Three Strikes, I felt a very pleasant wind brushing against me.”
    

    

    
      “It was as if… the entire woodland was helping me.”
    

    

    
      “Seems like your Power of Calamity only works within the woodland.”
    

    

    
      “But we’ll only know for sure once you leave,” Jie Zilong muttered.
    

    

    
      “Did you notice when exactly you gained the Power of Calamity?”
    

    

    
      “No, but it’s not hard to guess,” Jie Yuanshao said.
    

    

    
      “Yesterday, after passing the second trial, we didn’t have the Power of Calamity.”
    

    

    
      “Today, after clearing the fifth trial and defeating the Fourth-Stage Demon, we did.”
    

    

    
      “The fifth trial, huh…” Jie Zilong touched the blood mark on his throat.
    

    

    
      “Too bad your Power of Calamity is still too weak.”
    

    

    
      “Unless it hits the eyes, it’s not very useful in real combat.”
    

    

    
      “Fortunately, your Power of Calamity is weak enough that everyone isn’t too tense.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?” Jie Yuanshao asked, puzzled.
    

    

    
      “Are you all wary of the Power of Calamity? Is it because it’s too strong? Or because it brings disaster?”
    

    

    
      “You’ve read too many novels,” Jie Zilong said, speechless.
    

    

    
      “What power ever truly brings disaster—”
    

    

    
      “Even if it does, as long as it’s strong enough, disaster becomes a bearable cost.”
    

    

    
      “As for the Power of Calamity…”
    

    

    
      “Yes, it’s powerful. But can it be stronger than a Foundation Messenger?”
    

    

    
      “If a Foundation Messenger slapped you, wouldn’t that be a calamity?”
    

    

    
      “Besides, the Power of Calamity often comes with significant limitations—it’s hard to activate without the right timing, location, and people.”
    

    

    
      “What we fear isn’t the Power of Calamity itself.”
    

    

    
      “What we fear is that its appearance often heralds the arrival of calamity.”
    

    

    
      “You think Jiang Ten will attract a calamity?” Jie Yuanshao felt a bit amused.
    

    
      “Although I’ve heard stories about the Power of Calamity since I was a child, they always described it as an ominous omen, and I thought it was something adults made up to scare kids... What exactly is this so-called Calamity?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong shook his head.
    

    
      “Strange, right? The Power of Calamity clearly exists.
    

    
      Children’s rhymes and stories can even accurately describe its specific effects, yet when it comes to the Calamity itself, the most important detail, they all coincidentally remain silent.”
    

    

    
      “All I know is that those who possess the Power of Calamity are often skilled at exploring Secret Realms.
    

    
      And the Power of Calamity has always been taboo throughout history.
    

    
      Lu Xiaoqi is probably rushing to report this to the Ministry of Appointments and the Taiji Palace.”
    

    

    
      “Even His Majesty is being alerted?” Jie Yuanshao widened her eyes.
    

    
      “Has there really been some earth-shaking Calamity before? Then why haven’t I seen it recorded in any historical texts?
    

    
      If a real Calamity had occurred, it wouldn’t be completely undocumented, right?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know either.” Jie Zilong spread his hands.
    

    
      “I only came to know a bit about the Calamity while stationed at the Qingmao Mountain Secret Realm.
    

    
      Detailed information is likely only known to the royal family and the heads of the Seven Great Clans.
    

    
      But while I don’t understand the Calamity, I do understand us.”
    

    

    
      “As a Messenger clan whose top priority is survival, we worship the strong, submit to tyrants, and follow sages.
    

    
      As long as you’re stronger than them, they’ll willingly abide by the laws you make.”
    

    

    
      “For such a thing to be so feared by Messenger clans—so much that it’s been kept secret for generations, and the whole world tacitly erases traces of these people—it can only mean that this so-called Calamity touches a bottom line that they cannot compromise—”
    

    

    
      “Secret Realms.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Calamity.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing put down the Bingzi Pepper Forest and picked up a towel to wipe his sweat.
    

    
      The towel, specially provided by the Shang family, was indeed much softer than those in the Pingcheng Military Camp.
    

    

    
      During the past hour of blade training, as Yan Qing emptied his mind, he finally remembered why this term had triggered a response in his cerebral cortex.
    

    

    
      Because it was the theme of the version after the next in The Messenger.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know about other games, but the way The Messenger operated was that once a brand-new version was released, the next version’s main content would already be completed and in bug-testing, while the studio began producing the core content of the version after that.
    

    

    
      Back when Yan Qing was snacking in the break room, he overheard the bald, aging planners swearing in the smoking room.
    

    
      They said the lead designer had lost his mind for insisting on making this “Calamity” mode.
    

    
      It was hard to implement programmatically—though they weren’t programmers, so that wasn’t their problem.
    

    
      But the bigger issue was how hard it was to balance the values.
    

    
      It needed tons of auxiliary content to serve as a sink, and it couldn’t be auto-generated by AI.
    

    
      They were hand-crafting it so much that they were about to puke...
    

    

    
      That was all Yan Qing could recall.
    

    
      After eating his snacks, he had happily gone to the toilet and missed hearing what the actual gameplay for the Calamity version was.
    

    

    
      Did the upcoming Calamity version have anything to do with the Calamity that the people in Mansu Woodland talked about?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought about it and felt it was unlikely.
    

    
      The Messenger was a very traditional “endgame is the beginning” kind of game.
    

    
      Even if a new version didn’t require players to hit max level, they at least had to keep up with the main player base to experience the newest content.
    

    

    
      Before his transmigration, the current version was already the “Great Era” version, which significantly reduced the difficulty of ascension.
    

    
      Most players could easily reach the Seventh-Stage.
    

    
      Therefore, content from the next version and the one after that would require players to be Seventh-Stage or higher to access.
    

    

    
      People in Great Liang having even one Sixth-Stage was considered the pinnacle.
    

    
      How could they qualify to experience the hottest, latest Calamity version?
    

    

    
      Besides, what Qian Gongyu just triggered was clearly true damage.
    

    
      He didn’t know why they called it the Power of Calamity.
    

    
      But then again, the main city’s safe zones were called “Divine Shelters,” so calling true damage the Power of Calamity didn’t seem that strange.
    

    

    
      Ding dong.
    

    

    
      The Naise game console chimed with a notification.
    

    
      Yan Qing picked it up and saw that Qian Gongyu was approaching.
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      "Are you tired?" Qian Gongyu brought over some pastries and warm tea, pulling 'Jiang Ten' to sit on the grass nearby. "Take a rest."
    

    

    
      "Tch?"
    

    

    
      "No sparring, no sparring!" Qian Gongyu quickly shook her head. "I don’t have your energy. I’m exhausted from fighting demons today!"
    

    

    
      "Do you need something?"
    

    

    
      "Can’t I look for you without a reason?"
    

    

    
      "I need to continue training."
    

    

    
      "Wait a minute!" Qian Gongyu quickly pulled her back and took out a hairband from her bosom. "I saw you’ve been tying your hair with grass ropes. I thought... I’d give you this hairband. My mother gave it to me when I was little. Do you think it looks good?"
    

    

    
      "It’s average."
    

    

    
      "This is the time when you should at least pretend to say it looks good out of politeness." Qian Gongyu was half amused, half helpless. "I have no doubt you’ll offend a lot of people in the future."
    

    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    

    
      "I wasn’t complimenting you!" Qian Gongyu sighed helplessly and walked behind 'Jiang Ten.' "Let me help you tie your hair."
    

    

    
      The setting sun slanted westward, the woodland dimmed, and a girl tied the hair of another girl who was sweating after exercise.
    

    

    
      The camp began to light braziers. Various fragrances wafted from the kitchen. Some sang loudly; others drank and danced.
    

    

    
      "It seems it’s because we can leave tomorrow, so they’re holding a bonfire party tonight." Qian Gongyu said, "But I think they’re just looking for an excuse to party. I used to think people from noble families must be extraordinary in conduct, but now I’ve realized—forget being better than you, they’re not even as good as me. They’re just a bunch of second-generation nobles living off their family name... Many of them actually used manuals to change class and never trained in any technique. Can you believe it?"
    

    

    
      "I was strictly trained by my father since childhood. I had to wash my face with cold water and walk the plum blossom stakes at dawn. When I got older, I practiced finger techniques. My fingers would blister, heal, and blister again... Actually, I liked swordsmanship more. It looks graceful and elegant. Finger techniques just look like a shrew fighting—they’re neither pretty nor gentle. But my father said, our family token is the Silk Thread Glove. I could only learn finger techniques to suit that weapon."
    

    

    
      Getting no response, Qian Gongyu didn’t mind. She was used to the other being a silent listener. "When I finally became a Martial Messenger at fifteen, my father was very happy. He solemnly gave me the Silk Thread Glove and a hundred pieces of Spirit Jade. But he still warned me not to be arrogant, not to misuse the token, and absolutely not to bully the good. The Qian family is a prestigious lineage—we must not produce any spoiled heirs... What he cared about most in his life was the Qian family. He was always out earning contribution points. When my mother died, he didn’t make it back. When I was sick, he wasn’t home either. When we met, he only asked about my progress or talked about the clan..."
    

    

    
      "I probably resented him a lot back then. But then he suddenly died, and I became the head of the Qian family."
    

    

    
      "Many came proposing marriage. A lot of people inside and outside the clan advised me to marry while the Qian family still had some standing. Otherwise, after the five-year mourning period, if I couldn’t earn enough contribution points, the court would delist the Qian family. If I married early, the clan’s contribution shares would become my best dowry, something I could exchange for support from my husband’s family... Luo Weijin was one of those suitors. When he came to my house, he acted all high and mighty. Naturally, I didn’t show him any respect, and that’s when we became enemies."
    

    

    
      "Honestly, I don’t really want to hold onto the Qian family name. It’s exhausting and meaningless. I always thought, if some noble young master proposed, I’d marry him. I’d live the life of a noble lady in Jiangnan City instead of practicing finger techniques and footwork every day... But clearly, noble families look down on small households like mine. So, I remained the Qian family’s matriarch till now."
    

    

    
      "It’s not like no one wants me, okay! Just last year, the second son of a prestigious noble family proposed. His family is currently very favored by the court and qualifies to live in Jiangnan City as a 'lesser noble house.' I knew that was the highest branch I could ever climb. Even Uncle Lin came to persuade me to consider it. I was moved because he was exactly my type."
    

    

    
      "But I still wanted to carry on the Qian family name."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu finished tying the hair and placed her hands on 'Jiang Ten’s' shoulders.
    

    

    
      "Maybe one day I’ll regret it—but not today, and not here." Qian Gongyu leaned forward, gazing at 'Jiang Ten’s' profile. "Do you know why I’m telling you all this?"
    

    

    
      "Why?"
    

    

    
      "Because earlier, Lu Wangji—the rude uncle from noon—came to talk with me. He said, as long as I could persuade you to side with the court, they would elevate my family to fourth-rank noble status for fifty years. He also promised we could serve the court together. They’re willing to invest resources in training us. Even if I refuse, I can still move to Jiangnan City. The court is willing to gift me a residence." Qian Gongyu sighed. "Kidnapping you onto that carriage three days ago might be the best investment I’ve ever made in my life."
    

    

    
      "Did you agree?"
    

    

    
      "That’s why I had to explain so much first." Qian Gongyu wrapped her arms around 'Jiang Ten’s' neck, giggling. "Jiang Ten, I turned down so—many benefits for you! I rejected a once-in-a-lifetime rise to a fourth-rank noble, I rejected state-sponsored training, I even rejected a mansion in Jiangnan City. Jiang Ten, don’t you think you owe me something?"
    

    

    
      "You should have accepted. I don’t mind working for the court."
    

    

    
      If even Ye Si could be a foot soldier in Great Qi, Jiang Ten could easily be a vanguard for Great Liang. As long as the benefits were good enough, Yan Qing didn’t mind working for anyone.
    

    

    
      "Really?" Qian Gongyu was stunned. "What if someone from the court offends you?"
    

    

    
      "I’ll kill them."
    

    

    
      "...Please, I beg you, don’t pledge allegiance to the court."
    

    

    
      "Alright."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu sat next to 'Jiang Ten,' resting her chin in both hands, gazing up at the moon.
    

    

    
      "But Lu Wangji doesn’t look like a good person. The Qun and Chen families probably won’t let this go either. What if they target you?"
    

    

    
      "Kill them."
    

    

    
      "Can’t you give a second option..." Qian Gongyu sighed, tilting her head as she looked at the girl beside her. "After Mansu Woodland ends, where do you plan to go?"
    

    

    
      "Accept veneration from the Jie or Shang families, and visit the various Secret Realms."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu nodded. "That’s a pretty good plan."
    

    

    
      After a brief silence, just as Yan Qing was about to drive her away to resume her AFK training, Qian Gongyu said again, "Great Liang is vast. Without a carriage, traveling will be tough."
    

    

    
      "The Shang or Jie families should provide me one."
    

    

    
      "But a personal carriage is still more comfortable. You can decorate it however you want, make it feel like home." Qian Gongyu tried to pitch her case. "Besides, you’re not good at speaking and you’re really pretty. If you had someone with high emotional intelligence by your side, you could avoid a lot of trouble."
    

    

    
      "I’m used to being alone. I don’t want to bring you."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu immediately clung to 'Jiang Ten' like a little raccoon, pitifully saying, "Please let me follow you. I’ll do whatever you ask me to!"
    

    

    
      "What about your Qian family?"
    

    

    
      "I earned more family points following you in one Mansu Woodland than I did in years. Sticking close to you is the only shortcut to strengthening the Qian clan!" Qian Gongyu buried herself in her chest, wriggling nonstop. "Let me come with you, I’ll be good and do whatever you say..."
    

    

    
      "You said you’d do anything I ask?"
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu blinked, her face rosy—whether from the sunset glow or blushing was unclear. "Mhm, mhm!"
    

    

    
      "Then spar with me—using a token."
    

    

    
      "I don’t want to spar..."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Outside the camp.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji handed a letter to a swift rider, watching as he raised a torch and galloped through the forest like a spark.
    

    

    
      "Lu Xiaoqi, couldn’t this be said inside?" Qun Yushu approached, glancing around. "It’s so late and remote—people might think we’re plotting something shady."
    

    

    
      "Or perhaps here to brag about good news?" Chen Linchuan said. "I heard you’ve privately approached the Qian girl. Has the court recruited Jiang Ten?"
    

    

    
      "She refused." Lu Wangji replied. "She said she couldn’t make the decision for Jiang Ten."
    

    

    
      "The court really tried to recruit Jiang Ten?" Qun Yushu asked curiously. "I thought you’d be wary of the Power of Calamity."
    

    

    
      "Wary, yes—but His Majesty is deep and far-sighted. How could he not tolerate someone as minor as Jiang Ten? Besides, Jiang Ten merely has potential. She’s nowhere near the legendary 'Calamity appears, and the world collapses' stage." A hint of pride appeared on Lu Wangji’s face. "Throughout history, many have possessed the Power of Calamity, but those who truly triggered a calamity were one in a hundred."
    

    

    
      "Moreover, Great Liang needs a calamity." He said. "Unifying the world requires a calamity."
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan narrowed his eyes slightly, a faint smile forming. "That’s a double-edged sword."
    

    

    
      "In the glorious age of Shen Zhou and Shengxuan, who didn’t unify the Central Plains through ruthless calamity? If we want to surpass the legacy of Shengxuan, people like Jiang Ten are indispensable." Lu Wangji sighed. "For hundreds of years, the world has been in chaos. Heroes rise in waves, Sixth-Stage cultivators abound, yet who has unified the world? Heroes fall and turn to dust, and the people suffer a century of hardship."
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu crossed his arms, fingers gently tapping—his thinking gesture. "The court wants to cultivate Jiang Ten? You’re seeking our families’ approval?"
    

    

    
      "No."
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji slowly shook his head, looking at the two with sincerity. "Merit through mistakes is better than by success. Adding flowers to brocade is less worthy than giving coal in the snow."
    

    

    
      "The danger of the Calamity is undeniable. To control Jiang Ten, we must break her pride, nurture her feelings—only then will she become a Messenger of Liang, not a Calamity for the enemy."
    

    

    
      "Like training a dog," Chen Linchuan laughed.
    

    

    
      "Like training a dog," Lu Wangji nodded.
    

    

    
      "But it’s not your place to be her master." Qun Yushu said. "The Jie and Shang families have already built ties with her. Even we have to queue up. Why do you think you have the right to offer her charcoal in the snow?"
    

    

    
      "I’m not here to offer charcoal," Lu Wangji said. "My mission is to throw her into a blizzard, to plunge her into fire and water."
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu and Chen Linchuan paused briefly before understanding what Lu Wangji meant.
    

    

    
      "You’re not afraid she’ll become hostile to the court?"
    

    

    
      "When that happens, I’ll be pushed out to atone. The court belongs to you. As long as you befriend her, how could she be an enemy?"
    

    

    
      "Why are you telling us this?"
    

    

    
      "If you don’t step in to counter the Jie and Shang families, Jiang Ten will simply accept their olive branch. But if you cooperate with me, you’ll have at least three years to make peace with her. The court will even help 'punish' you, giving you a chance to fight by her side." Lu Wangji said. "I’m just making a suggestion. If you don’t agree, it’s fine. Whether Jiang Ten belongs to Jie and Shang or to Qun and Chen—it’s the same to the court."
    

    

    
      With that, he ignored Qun Yushu and Chen Linchuan’s reactions and turned to walk back to camp, reciting as he went:
    

    

    
      "When Heaven is about to bestow a great responsibility upon someone, it first tests their will, exhausts their bones and muscles, starves their body, deprives them of their possessions, disrupts all they do—so as to awaken their spirit, strengthen their resolve, and enhance what they lack..."
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      Knock knock, knock knock, knock knock.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing pulled up the blanket over his head, determined to ignore the knocking outside.
    

    

    
      It took him a full three seconds to realize that he wasn’t living in a city rental apartment with nine rooms on each floor, where drunks, landlords, and deliverymen could appear at the door at any time, but in the Thieves’ House!
    

    

    
      He was the only one living in this place—who would be so blind as to dare knock on his door?
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to open the door, Yan Qing suddenly remembered something.
    

    

    
      He first put on the jacket gifted by Ye Si, then put on pants and shoes, and donned the Yellow Dog Mask.
    

    

    
      He glanced at the mirror to ensure he didn’t look like he had just woken up.
    

    

    
      Then, he brought the Bingzi Pepper Forest in his left hand.
    

    

    
      Before opening the door, he hung the door chain and only opened a narrow slit.
    

    

    
      His right arm propped against the door frame, palm loosely gripping the hilt of the Bingzi Pepper Forest.
    

    

    
      “Red Snake?”
    

    

    
      The early-morning intruder who disturbed his dreams was, unexpectedly, a girl wearing a Red Snake scarf.
    

    

    
      Though one would call her a girl, her entire face was covered with a scarf and a hat, only a pair of bright, sparkling eyes were visible—so energetic in the morning, it felt a bit perverse.
    

    

    
      “So you really were here.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was a bit surprised; she hadn’t been certain if Yan Qing was here—she had simply come out of frustration to try her luck.
    

    

    
      “Was traveling outside. Came here for a night’s rest,” Yan Qing casually deflected to avoid revealing his actual movements.
    

    

    
      “The next theft meeting is in two days, and it’s at noon. You’re early.”
    

    

    
      “I came to find you.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei pointed inside the room. “Won’t you invite me in to sit?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      The two stared at each other. Yan Qing tried to shut the door with a push of his arm, but Shang Xinlei immediately used her meaty thigh to block the gap.
    

    

    
      “Fine. I just wanted to ask you one question—why didn’t you save An Wu?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was slightly stunned.
    

    

    
      His rusted brain took a few seconds to recall: “An Wu… oh, you mean him.”
    

    

    
      “You forgot him?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was dumbfounded, her face filled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      “He self-harmed and set himself on fire for your sake, even gave his life, died obscure and forgotten… don’t you care at all?”
    

    

    
      “Do you remember how many clothes you’ve lost?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing sounded a bit impatient.
    

    

    
      “He wasn’t the first, and he won’t be the last.”
    

    

    
      “But he was so loyal. Why didn’t you save him?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei pressed.
    

    

    
      “You clearly didn’t need him to die in the final step. Even burning Anguo Temple wasn’t necessary—”
    

    

    
      “He was useless.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s words were brutal.
    

    

    
      “No potential. Not strong enough. His stat allocation… his training path was also wrong.
    

    

    
      Keeping him would’ve been a waste of space.
    

    

    
      Even if he survived, I would have disposed of him.”
    

    

    
      At first, Yan Qing had thought a Vital-Energy-and-Blood-focused alternate character was similar to an Agility-focused one, but he discovered a huge issue upon playing—
    

    

    
      Stamina and vitality were directly linked!
    

    

    
      High Vital-Energy characters could attack more, train longer, and run farther.
    

    

    
      Agility-focused characters had none of these advantages.
    

    

    
      Apart from dodging, they were inferior in survival, output, and training in every metric.
    

    

    
      But after switching to the Martial Messenger class, Yan Qing had become a skilled player.
    

    

    
      Even without the speed boost from agility, he could still dodge perfectly.
    

    

    
      So for him, starting with full agility was entirely disadvantageous.
    

    

    
      Agility’s real advantage was in ‘high burst in short time’, which only worked with dagger or short-sword-type tokens.
    

    

    
      Long blades currently offered better Vital-Energy bonuses.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t lying.
    

    

    
      Character slots were limited.
    

    

    
      Just like only games worth replaying were kept in one’s game library, his character slots were only reserved for valuable alternates.
    

    

    
      “Useless ones are discarded…”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei murmured, lowering her head.
    

    

    
      She looked at Yan Qing.
    

    

    
      “Then what counts as useful?”
    

    

    
      “Those who can become stronger. Those who can survive.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing paused, then added, “Those who can be put to use.”
    

    

    
      “Sounds more like weapons than people,”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei seemed to sneer.
    

    

    
      “Do you even remember the names of the death soldiers who died at Anguo Temple?”
    

    

    
      “I remember. An Wu, An Liu, An Qi, An Ba, An Jiu.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing answered irritably.
    

    

    
      “If there’s nothing else, see you at noon two days later.”
    

    

    
      After hearing Red Snake return to her room—seemingly having left the Thieves’ House—Yan Qing finally went to brush his teeth and wash his face.
    

    

    
      Ever since “Jiang Ten” started hanging out with Qian Gongyu and the others, Yan Qing’s life had gotten sweeter.
    

    

    
      He even had toothpaste, toothbrush, and face wash now.
    

    

    
      After drying his face, Yan Qing looked into the bathroom mirror.
    

    

    
      His just-awakened brain gradually started functioning.
    

    

    
      “Did what I said earlier… sound a bit like the cold-blooded leader of an evil organization?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At the clearing near the Mansu Woodland entrance, Jie Yuanshao glanced at the crowd and softly introduced to Qian Gongyu and Jiang Ten:
    

    

    
      “That is Elder Zhou of the Zhou Family, ‘Flame Blade’ Zhou Ye.”
    

    

    
      Contrary to his nickname, Zhou Ye was a middle-aged man with a kind expression.
    

    

    
      He looked just like a shopkeeper welcoming customers.
    

    

    
      He was chatting with Jie Zilong, and upon noticing Qian Gongyu and the others’ gaze, he smiled and nodded slightly—an action that left a good impression.
    

    

    
      “Five of the Seven Great Clans have come, and over half of the fifty-six noble families are here...” Jie Yuanshao murmured, “Feels like they’re not here with good intentions...”
    

    

    
      “This is just the beginning,” Shang Xinlei walked over and said. “They’re only here to see what items we’ll get from our personal treasure chests, to determine the true value of Mansu Woodland. The real clash of blades won’t begin until it’s decided who Jiang Ten ends up with.”
    

    

    
      “Why are you so late today?” Jie Yuanshao glanced at her. “Overslept?”
    

    

    
      “I’ve gotten up early two days in a row—sleeping in just once is normal, right?” Shang Xinlei yawned. “At home, I sleep until noon.”
    

    

    
      “Without self-discipline, how can one cultivate body and mind?” Jie Yuanshao looked at her disdainfully. “Jie family descendants rise at sunrise and rest at sunset, train in the cold of winter and the heat of summer, practice martial arts to discipline the body, study literature to cultivate the mind—this is the demeanor of a noble house. Disordered routines and seeking pleasure are the habits of a wastrel.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei winked at Jiang Ten. “Jiang Ten, look how many rules the Jie Family has. You should join the Shang Family. In our family, you can sleep in.”
    

    

    
      “You...”
    

    

    
      Seeing they were about to start arguing again, Qian Gongyu quickly interrupted, “I looked all around but didn’t see Luo Weijin. Did he leave early? I wanted to show off a bit when opening the treasure chest.”
    

    

    
      “Who would want to see their enemy enjoying the spring breeze?” Shang Xinlei laughed. “Especially since he and you both get your chests settled today. But based on past records, ordinary people only score about 15 points over three days, and a 15-point chest only gives one Healing Pill.”
    

    

    
      “And we already have...” She glanced at the scoreboards in the distance. “Even the lowest-scoring Miss Jie has 1,565 points.”
    

    

    
      “You’re only a few dozen points ahead of me.” Jie Yuanshao said seriously. “I’ll surpass you today.”
    

    

    
      “What good is surpassing us? Talk to us again once you surpass Jiang Ten’s 4,600 points.”
    

    

    
      “If I get the chance next year, I’ll try.”
    

    

    
      “Alright, alright, everyone can surpass,” Qian Gongyu pushed them into Mansu Woodland. “Time’s about up. Let’s head in.”
    

    

    
      As they disappeared into the Dense Fog, the other noble family scions also entered in groups of three or four. Some whispered in secret, others discussed loudly, clearly forming cliques. Three young men looked around, realizing a companion was missing, and decided to go search for them together.
    

    

    
      “How wonderful,” Zhou Ye suddenly said. “Seeing this group of young people reminds me of when I first participated in Mansu Woodland—nervous and excited. Old Lu, do you remember?”
    

    

    
      “Remember you wet your pants the first day?” Lu Wangji said.
    

    

    
      “You remembered wrong. The one who wet his pants was Chen Zaiyuan,” Zhou Ye said solemnly. “He wore plain white pants that day—super obvious.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t sling mud at my second brother just because he’s not here,” Chen Linchuan couldn’t help laughing. “I’ll write and tell him.”
    

    

    
      “Fine, let him come to Jiangnan City to find me. He hasn’t caught up with me in years.” Zhou Ye grumbled. “Over ten years ago, we agreed to betroth our children, but then he had a daughter and pretended those past words meant nothing. I’ve been meaning to settle this with him!”
    

    

    
      “Who has time like you do?” Lu Wangji said flatly. “Everyone’s busy.”
    

    

    
      “You guys all joined Mansu Woodland together?” Qun Yushu asked from the side.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, I was only First-Stage back then. Nearly scared me to death,” Zhou Ye shrugged. “But that’s the point of Mansu Woodland—throw four people into an extremely dangerous environment, survive three days, and even total strangers can form bonds as strong as steel. If there’s someone of the opposite sex, even better. Just propose marriage after, and you’re all set.”
    

    

    
      “Makes me regret not coming before,” Qun Yushu sighed. “Looks like I’ve forever missed three potential lifelong friends—or maybe three wives I never met.”
    

    

    
      “They say among noble families it’s hard to find true friends, and in grand estates there’s no real affection,” Zhou Ye said. “But seeing the three young ladies of the Jie, Qian, and Shang Families chat so casually, they must have already forged unbreakable friendship in Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      At these words, the atmosphere subtly shifted.
    

    

    
      The biggest issue regarding Jiang Ten was that the Jie and Shang Families had proximity and first access. Her allegiance would likely be decided between those two families—even the Court would find it hard to interfere. Everyone glanced at Jie Zilong with envy in their eyes.
    

    

    
      But it was impossible for them to walk away empty-handed. The Liang Kingdom was no northern barbarian—hogging benefits wasn’t its way.
    

    

    
      Everyone was waiting—waiting for the treasure chest results to determine how large the "meat" was. Then they’d unleash their tricks.
    

    

    
      Their imagined rivals were always the Jie and Shang Families. As for Jiang Ten...
    

    

    
      Who would treat a piece of meat as an opponent?
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      After entering Mansu Woodland, they naturally split up to scavenge for materials. Whether they could break through the tenth trial today would depend on how well they could scour heaven and earth.
    

    

    
      But just after Yan Qing casually chopped down a tree, he heard footsteps behind him. He turned to see Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, I want to tell you something.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei walked up and grabbed ‘Jiang Ten’ by the arms, speaking seriously:
    

    

    
      “Your leader is not worth your loyalty.”
    

    

    
      “No matter what promises he made to you, at heart he’s someone who treats your lives as disposable. Once you lose value, he’ll abandon you without hesitation.”
    

    

    
      “Whatever treasure chest you get, keep it for yourself! Never hand it over to such a heartless, inhuman scum!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked at the dialogue box on the screen.
    

    

    
      If he wasn’t mistaken, Shang Xinlei probably, maybe, possibly, perhaps, with a one-in-ten-thousand chance... was scolding him?
    

    

    
      But why scold me?
    

    

    
      Or rather, how did she know the man behind Jiang Ten was me—
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked down and saw the plump thighs beneath a slim waist.
    

    

    
      So it was you—the Red Snake who disturbed my dreams early this morning!
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      "Don’t deny it. The moment you drew your White Iron Straight Blade, I guessed you were connected to ‘that organization’."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei looked around, as if worried Yan Qing would suddenly jump out of the grass to snatch the woman away from her.
    

    

    
      "And your name has a numeric codename—just confirmed my suspicion."
    

    

    
      So it was exposed this easily...
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt rather helpless.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that in such a vast world of Messengers, with so many people, he would actually run into Red Snake by coincidence.
    

    

    
      The name was whatever, but the White Iron Straight Blade was the only thing he could hand over to an alternate character without issue.
    

    

    
      There’s no way he would let the alternate character fight barehanded just to conceal his identity, right?
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei continued, "‘That organization’ sent you here for the treasure chest in Mansu Woodland, right?"
    

    

    
      "No guidance, no support—just throwing you in here to charge blindly."
    

    

    
      "If you succeed, they take it all; if you die, you’re discarded like a used rag..."
    

    

    
      "You should recognize how cruel that organization is by now."
    

    

    
      "If you join the Shang Family, I can guarantee your safety."
    

    

    
      "A dark organization skulking behind the scenes in filthy dealings—has no right to challenge the Shang Family of Great Liang."
    

    

    
      "Joining the Jie Family is also fine—just don’t pledge loyalty to that leader again."
    

    

    
      "He’s despicable, shameless, lecherous, and vile—not someone worth following."
    

    

    
      Slander. Naked slander!
    

    

    
      You were the one who shoved your thigh through the door, and I just glanced once—how does that make me lecherous?
    

    

    
      Before you pushed it in, I had zero interest in thighs!
    

    

    
      Though he very much wanted to shout back, Yan Qing didn’t want to reveal more information, nor did he have any interest in acting out a play with Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      So he replied, "Time is tight. I’m not interested in discussing this with you."
    

    

    
      "Is it that he has something on you?"
    

    

    
      "Or are your family members being held hostage by that scum?"
    

    

    
      In just a few words, Shang Xinlei had upgraded her term for the leader from ‘that leader’ to ‘scum’.
    

    

    
      "If that’s the case, you all the more shouldn’t submit."
    

    

    
      "The fate of obeying orders in that organization is to be sucked dry and tossed away like a rag!"
    

    

    
      "Only saving yourself can break your miserable fate!"
    

    

    
      "If you can’t do it, then leave it to me!"
    

    

    
      She placed her hand on her chest, her bright eyes locking onto ‘Jiang Ten’.
    

    

    
      "You might think I’m just trying to recruit you."
    

    

    
      "I won’t deny I have that intention."
    

    

    
      "But the reason I want to help you goes beyond that—because you’re worth it."
    

    

    
      "You should be soaring, not lying in the mud."
    

    

    
      Even I’m getting fired up watching this.
    

    

    
      Next should be the two forming a bond beyond friendship, facing countless dangers and life-or-death moments, defeating the Four Heavenly Kings of the dark organization, with a few redemption flashbacks from villains in between.
    

    

    
      Then, they kill the mastermind together, finally collapsing into each other’s arms amidst the rubble, sobbing...
    

    

    
      If only I weren’t the mastermind she’s talking about.
    

    

    
      That would’ve been perfect, Yan Qing thought.
    

    

    
      Still, he had no intention to explain.
    

    

    
      He knew well that his emotional intelligence and scheming ability were probably at the bottom of this world’s food chain.
    

    

    
      After all, before transmigrating, he was holed up at home playing games.
    

    

    
      And after transmigrating, he stayed inside the Thieves’ House playing games.
    

    

    
      The common trait being—zero socializing all day.
    

    

    
      If one day his language ability degraded to babbling nonsense, he wouldn’t be surprised either.
    

    

    
      He understood that the more he said, the more he would expose.
    

    

    
      What others thought was their business—as long as he didn’t say more, he wouldn’t be seen through.
    

    

    
      "You’ve already wasted a tea’s time, Shang Xinlei."
    

    

    
      "Why won’t you leave that organization?"
    

    

    
      "Gratitude? Hostages? Or is it—"
    

    

    
      "Shang Xinlei, unlike you, I have no one to rely on."
    

    

    
      "And I don’t need to rely on anyone."
    

    

    
      With that, ‘Jiang Ten’ shook off Shang Xinlei’s hand and walked deeper into the forest, leaving just one line behind:
    

    

    
      "Go gather resources quickly."
    

    

    
      It seemed she had given up—Shang Xinlei didn’t follow.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing replayed everything in his head and felt confident he hadn’t let anything slip, so he peacefully went to scavenge resources.
    

    

    
      Along the way, he chopped every tree he saw and struck every rock, rushing to the second resource zone as fast as possible.
    

    

    
      The terrain for the second zone changed every time.
    

    

    
      This time, Yan Qing arrived at a snowy field.
    

    

    
      Looking out, it was a blanket of white.
    

    

    
      As he moved deeper, the snow reached up to half a man’s height.
    

    

    
      Even with Advanced Footwork, ‘Jiang Ten’ struggled to move through it.
    

    

    
      Although the resource density here was high, all resources were buried under the snow, making them hard to discover unless very close.
    

    

    
      This further reduced Yan Qing’s scavenging efficiency.
    

    

    
      Soon, Yan Qing spotted a snow-covered lighthouse.
    

    

    
      Getting closer, he saw a wooden sign beside it indicating that inserting ten pieces of Spirit Jade would activate the lighthouse.
    

    

    
      After he inserted the Spirit Jade, the top of the lighthouse emitted a golden beam of light.
    

    

    
      The beam rotated with the lighthouse, scattering golden rain across the snowfield.
    

    

    
      These golden rays adhered to resources or special structures, making them clearly visible even from hundreds of meters away.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked around and saw that the northeast had the densest resources.
    

    

    
      He could even see the silhouette of a special structure there.
    

    

    
      But that walk took half an hour.
    

    

    
      By then, the golden light had long faded.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing could only keep walking in a straight line by instinct, missing many resource piles in between, afraid that picking them up would throw off his direction.
    

    

    
      If players could fly, they could easily clear all the resources here.
    

    

    
      But if not, they had to lock onto the largest target and head straight for it.
    

    

    
      What stood at the end was a snow-covered temple.
    

    

    
      Inside the temple, there wasn’t a trace of wind or snow.
    

    

    
      Only three altars stood there.
    

    

    
      Each altar held a different scroll.
    

    

    
      Beneath the altars were images of different resources, and beneath those were slots.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had originally thought the altar would spit out resources.
    

    

    
      But on closer inspection of the nearby instructions, he realized—he had to put in resources to receive the rewards here.
    

    

    
      "Warrior Monument"
    

    

    
      "Unlock Cost: 25 Crystals"
    

    

    
      "Construction Cost: 100 Stone, 80 Crystals, 80 Gems"
    

    

    
      "Unique Marvel: Only one building with this trait may exist at a time."
    

    

    
      "Endless Combat: All non-statue facilities in the shelter gain +100 HP, +300% damage, -50% building capacity usage, and will fully recover 60 seconds after destruction. This building can be upgraded."
    

    

    
      A marvel that could completely change building strategies!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had already faintly sensed a dissonance—because statues were too practical, other non-statue minions had extremely low cost-performance ratios.
    

    

    
      Unless facing a critical battle, Yan Qing was unwilling to build minions for lane filling.
    

    

    
      If minions were merely for early-game transition, then why did shelter upgrades unlock so many new minion formulas?
    

    

    
      It always gave Yan Qing the feeling that "minion builds" were still viable in the late game.
    

    

    
      The Warrior Monument was clearly the key building for a minion-focused strategy—HP boost, damage boost, doubled construction cap, and even battlefield resurrection...
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was a bit tempted.
    

    

    
      With the Warrior Monument, switching to minion build, clearing Stage Ten shouldn’t be hard!
    

    

    
      "Rainbow Bridge"
    

    

    
      "Unlock Cost: 50 Gems"
    

    

    
      "Construction Cost: 100 Wood, 100 Crystals, 100 Mercury, 100 Sulfur"
    

    

    
      "Unique Marvel: Only one building with this trait may exist at a time."
    

    

    
      "Rainbow Illumination: Shelter members emit a 25-meter radius of rainbow light; resource piles and nodes within this radius are automatically collected into the shelter’s warehouse. This building can be upgraded."
    

    

    
      Whoa!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing immediately recognized this as a late-game marvel.
    

    

    
      Anyone aiming to break through Stage Thirty or Fifty would definitely want this.
    

    

    
      With Rainbow Bridge, players could charge through zones while automatically gathering resources—at least three to four times faster than normal.
    

    

    
      For people like Qian Gongyu and the others, this marvel had even greater meaning.
    

    

    
      They didn’t have personal storage, and their collection efficiency was barely one-tenth of normal players.
    

    

    
      If they had Rainbow Bridge, they could scavenge freely like normal players—reaching Stage Twenty or Thirty wouldn’t be impossible!
    

    

    
      Although Rainbow Bridge had a higher construction requirement than the Warrior Monument, if they endured a few rounds to save up, it wasn’t out of reach...
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt extremely conflicted.
    

    

    
      The Warrior Monument felt safer, but Rainbow Bridge had greater potential.
    

    

    
      But once he saw the third scroll, all his hesitation vanished like smoke.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      An hour passed.
    

    

    
      Everyone returned to the shelter on time.
    

    

    
      Except Shang Xinlei, who still seemed troubled, Qian Gongyu and Jie Yuanshao wore smiles, clearly having had their own adventures.
    

    

    
      According to last night’s plan, they were supposed to build a Level Five Shelter now to see if it unlocked better facilities.
    

    

    
      If not, then upgrade statues.
    

    

    
      However, Jiang Ten neither upgraded the shelter nor the statues.
    

    

    
      She simply pointed a finger, and most of the courtyard’s resources turned into streams of light flowing into the castle.
    

    

    
      Before everyone’s stunned eyes, the light fused into the wall above the fireplace, transforming into a massive, exquisitely detailed painting.
    

    

    
      In the painting, the four of them were sitting in front of the fireplace chatting.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao sat upright.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei lay lazily.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu clung to Jiang Ten’s hand on the sofa.
    

    

    
      The scene was so vividly lifelike—as if cut straight from their memory of yesterday.
    

    

    
      "So beautiful..." Qian Gongyu murmured, "Can we take it with us?"
    

    

    
      "Our resources," Jie Yuanshao drew a big circle with her hands, and asked in disbelief, "were turned into a painting?"
    

    

    
      "But it’s really pretty!"
    

    

    
      "That’s not the point!"
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten left," Shang Xinlei reminded.
    

    

    
      Only then did they realize Jiang Ten had already stepped out.
    

    

    
      The demon surge had already begun.
    

    

    
      They thought Jiang Ten went out to steal demon kills.
    

    

    
      But stepping outside, they saw Jiang Ten simply standing on the rampart—she wasn’t rushing out to slaughter.
    

    

    
      Unlike Jiang Ten, they needed the walls to kill monsters—charging into the demon horde would be too dangerous for them.
    

    

    
      The first wave of monsters were Thieving Lizard Demons and hundreds of Thieving Lizards.
    

    

    
      As the horde closed in, the statues began to awaken and descend.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Shang Xinlei and the others all sensed something strange—
    

    

    
      Power surged forth!
    

    

    
      Boiling blood and energy rampaged within their bodies—spiraling, rotating, intensifying!
    

    

    
      Power emerged in multiples—double, triple, tenfold!
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu couldn’t help but let out a wild howl.
    

    

    
      She casually slapped the parapet, smashing part of the merlons into powder!
    

    

    
      She was first startled by her own strength, then giggled stupidly.
    

    

    
      "Look at me, I’m so strong!"
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten!" Shang Xinlei immediately asked, "Is this the power of that painting?"
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten nodded—then shook her head.
    

    

    
      She raised her Blood-Iron Long Blade and gestured toward the Chaos Warrior and Narcissus Mermaid nearby, then pointed to herself.
    

    

    
      Everyone looked and saw the Chaos Warrior, Dragon-Breaking Warrior, and Blade Warrior glowing red.
    

    

    
      The Narcissus Mermaid and Funeral Mermaid glowed blue.
    

    

    
      Thin threads extended from them into the girls’ bodies.
    

    

    
      Each of them was wrapped in red and blue light—almost like...
    

    

    
      They had become one with the statues.
    

    

    
      "This is the bond effect you mentioned before?" Jie Yuanshao recalled.
    

    

    
      "We’re strengthened by the bond between the Pearl Tear Alliance and Comrade Alliance?"
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten nodded and leaped off the rampart as always, charging alone toward the horde of Thieving Lizards.
    

    

    
      But this time, Shang Xinlei, Jie Yuanshao, and Qian Gongyu exchanged glances and followed her closely—charging head-on into hundreds of Thieving Lizards!
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      The sea of Thieving Lizards crashed into four blood-colored reefs—smashed into pulp, suffering massive casualties!
    

    

    
      "Portrait of Heroes"
    

    

    
      "Unlock Cost: 30 Mercury"
    

    

    
      "Construction Cost: 100 Wood, 100 Stone, 50 Crystals, 40 Sulfur, 30 Gems"
    

    

    
      "Unique Marvel: Only one building with this trait may exist at a time."
    

    

    
      "March of Heroes: When shelter statues form bonds, all shelter members gain the bond’s benefits. This effect can be upgraded."
    

    

    

  
    Chapter 60: Inside and Outside the Woodland

    
      Chapter 60: Inside and Outside the Woodland
    

    

    
      With the Portrait of Heroes in effect, the first three waves of the Demon Surge no longer appeared as a challenge to Jiang Ten and the others, but rather a game of slicing vegetables.
    

    

    
      It was as if the Mansu Woodland was no longer a treacherous and terrifying forbidden land, but a playground for beautiful girls.
    

    

    
      But joyful times were always short-lived.
    

    

    
      "This number... isn’t it a bit too much?" Qian Gongyu's voice trembled slightly. "There weren’t this many yesterday, right?"
    

    

    
      After the Fourth Wave Demon Surge began, the Dense Fog did not come too close to the shelter, instead keeping a distance of two hundred meters.
    

    

    
      At first, they didn’t understand why the Dense Fog suddenly ‘backed off’, until the demons began to march over the mountains and fields.
    

    

    
      Too many.
    

    

    
      Red-furred apes with lava on their backs crawled out of the Dense Fog.
    

    

    
      Even when hunched over, they were taller than adult humans, with knotted muscles, savage and fearsome appearances, and packed densely together.
    

    

    
      At a glance, there were nearly a thousand, and even more visibly within the fog.
    

    

    
      Their footsteps were thunderous; if it rained at that moment, the raindrops would turn to steam from the lava on their backs before hitting the ground.
    

    

    
      Leading them were five enormous Ape Kings.
    

    

    
      If ordinary red apes only had scorching lava on their backs, then the Ape Kings had erupting magma—always flowing with fiery orange-red molten rock.
    

    

    
      "The Demon Lord of the Great Qi’s Third-Stage Secret Realm ‘Oil-Melting Cavern’, the Red Ape King." Jie Yuanshao spoke calmly as ever, but her tightly gripped sword hilt betrayed her emotions. "Ancient texts refer to it as the Number One Demon of the Third Stage!"
    

    

    
      Thousands of demons, led by the Third-Stage’s top demon lord!
    

    

    
      "I felt something was off during the first three waves. Now it’s certain—today’s Demon Surge is harder than yesterday’s," Shang Xinlei said. "Though there were five demon lords yesterday, their power levels varied wildly, and their affinities were so mismatched they even neutralized each other’s attacks. Their demon troops were a chaotic mess with no coordination. But today’s formation—this is the true might of five demon lords acting in unison!"
    

    

    
      "Sister Shang, my good sister, why are you praising them?!" Qian Gongyu looked like she was about to cry. "Shouldn’t we hurry back to the city wall? I already killed over two hundred demons. As long as I get this Blood Weapon out, I’ll be satisfied. Let the statues do the rest..."
    

    

    
      "But she doesn’t seem satisfied yet." Shang Xinlei pointed forward. "She’s far greedier than any of us."
    

    

    
      They saw Jiang Ten pull out another Blood Weapon long blade from who knows where.
    

    

    
      Both long blades gleamed with spirit energy—both had killed over a hundred demons and unlocked their first seal.
    

    

    
      While the others were still trying to unlock the three-hundred-demon seal, Jiang Ten had already begun unsealing a second Blood Weapon.
    

    

    
      Clearly, she wasn’t as easily satisfied as Qian Gongyu—her goal was to kill two thousand demons and turn both blades into Legendary strengthening materials!
    

    

    
      In the face of a demand for two thousand kills, the overwhelming Red Ape army wasn’t a challenge to her at all, but rather a grand feast of rare delicacies!
    

    

    
      With a chest-beating roar from the Red Ape King, the red apes roared in unison, charging toward Jiang Ten like chariots and tidal waves!
    

    

    
      "I’m not content with just taking one ordinary token." Shang Xinlei walked past them. "Do you know why Jiang Ten built the Portrait of Heroes?"
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu was stunned.
    

    

    
      As she watched Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei charge into the enemy ranks, she finally grasped the hidden meaning in Shang Xinlei’s words—without the Portrait of Heroes, the three of them would be confined to fighting near the city wall, and couldn’t compete with Jiang Ten for kills.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten clearly aimed to slay two thousand demons to unseal the Blood Weapons, yet choosing to construct the Portrait of Heroes was a disadvantageous move for her.
    

    

    
      Without it, she could roam freely among the demon army without competition.
    

    

    
      But without the Portrait of Heroes, Qian Gongyu and the others couldn’t possibly kill a thousand demons.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu's expression immediately twisted into a constipation-like grimace.
    

    

    
      She neither ran back nor charged forward, as if her body were pulled by two souls—she wanted to flee but felt she shouldn’t; wanted to charge but didn’t dare.
    

    

    
      She remained frozen until the red apes charged up to her, and then, stirred by the illusory power of the Synergy bonus, she finally cried out in helpless frustration, "I’ll kill! I’ll kill, alright?!"
    

    

    
      By then, the Synergy effect on them was no longer ordinary.
    

    

    
      Though the Pearl Tear Alliance was still in its initial stage, due to constructing new statues—Slayer Warriors—in the previous three turns, the Comrade Alliance Synergy had upgraded to Intermediate.
    

    

    
      [Comrade Alliance: When the number of Comrade Alliance members ≥ 4, for each nearby member, increase Vital Energy and Agility by +100. Melee attacks cause 30% splash damage, and members will support each other. (Blade Warrior, Chaos Warrior, Dragon-Breaking Warrior, Slayer Warrior)]
    

    

    
      There was no stat change aside from added splash damage.
    

    

    
      But even just 400 Vital Energy and 400 Agility was enough to turn them into humanoid tyrannosaurs, rivaling the Third-Stage Number One Demon, the Red Ape King.
    

    

    
      Even Third-Stage Messengers specializing in Vital Energy would be crushed by a single punch from them!
    

    

    
      Yet in this army-engulfing battle, danger lurked everywhere.
    

    

    
      Vital Energy boost didn’t equate to improved defense—it only enhanced strength, recovery, and health.
    

    

    
      If the red apes focused their attacks and broke their defensive tokens, they’d still get entangled or even critically wounded.
    

    

    
      They were like cheetahs wreaking havoc among a herd of bison—but if they slowed down and got rammed, what followed would be merciless trampling.
    

    

    
      Dancing upon blades, brushing shoulders with death!
    

    

    
      Not stopping for a moment, blood splashing with each step, walking upon mountains of corpses and oceans of blood, Shang Xinlei felt her long-stagnant throwing ring technique ascend to a new level.
    

    

    
      Finally, at the moment when the flying ring returned to her hand, she flicked her fingers lightly.
    

    

    
      Her vast Vital Energy turned into the unstoppable force that propelled the ring, spinning around her, drawing a blooming blood flower in the air!
    

    

    
      Flying Ring Secret Technique: Blood Wheel!
    

    

    
      She had actually succeeded in unleashing a secret technique in live combat!
    

    

    
      Many Messengers toil for decades, mastering even Advanced Martial Techniques, yet still fail to comprehend secret techniques.
    

    

    
      Some can’t even pull them off in training, let alone real combat.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei had only recently completed her Second Job Change, and had only managed to use the secret technique once or twice during training. She never imagined that in a moment of inspiration, she would successfully unleash it in battle.
    

    

    
      Now all she needed was to methodically master the secret technique, and she could undergo her Third Job Change within five years!
    

    

    
      Even in the Shang Family, a Third-Stage Messenger was no longer a voiceless pawn!
    

    

    
      Due to her excited state, Shang Xinlei dazed out for a second or two, but demons didn’t slack off.
    

    

    
      The red apes she had just cleared out immediately swarmed toward her.
    

    

    
      There was a reason why Secret Realm monsters were called demons.
    

    

    
      They felt no pain, feared neither life nor death, had no compassion or emotion—only a mad-dog-like murderous frenzy.
    

    

    
      They were the perfect embodiment of the word “demon.”
    

    

    
      Her defensive barriers shattered one after another.
    

    

    
      Although Shang Xinlei wore excellent defensive tokens, that couldn’t make up for her recent lapse.
    

    

    
      The greatest trait of the throwing ring was its continuous assault—once interrupted, it required a few seconds to return to peak momentum.
    

    

    
      If her defensive token couldn't hold for those few seconds, the red apes would tear her apart!
    

    

    
      Or perhaps they wouldn’t tear her apart—after all, her Vital Energy was soaring, far beyond the Third-Stage.
    

    

    
      But that was even more horrifying: limbs ripped off, body shattered, excruciating pain, and yet she would not die because of her immense vitality...
    

    

    
      At that hair’s-breadth moment, two long blades whirled into the battlefield like cyclones—like a storm, like a tidal wave—slaughtering all the red apes before Shang Xinlei and sweeping through them like a flood!
    

    

    
      The blood splattered out sharper than arrows, piercing the red apes with countless holes.
    

    

    
      The rippling shockwave even dismembered the apes amid their howls and screams.
    

    

    
      The Comrade Alliance’s splash damage ability was unleashed to its fullest in that instant.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei widened her eyes, staring at Jiang Ten carving through the demon horde.
    

    

    
      How should one describe the person before her?
    

    

    
      A peerlessly beautiful lunatic?
    

    

    
      A butcher unafraid of life or death?
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei quickly absorbed Spirit Jade, watching Jiang Ten mow down the beast horde like a war chariot.
    

    

    
      Her dual blade technique looked crude—at least much cruder than her single long blade style.
    

    

    
      She simply relied on brute-force vitality to wildly swing both blades.
    

    

    
      Almost no red ape could withstand a single strike from her.
    

    

    
      Even the lava on their backs was forcibly smashed into by her blade.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei guessed that Jiang Ten’s Blood Weapons must have vampiric healing properties—hers did too.
    

    

    
      If it were outside, Jiang Ten alone could defeat an entire army.
    

    

    
      Even the death warriors of the great families would tremble before her overwhelming ferocity.
    

    

    
      But here in the Secret Realm, their enemy was a horde of insane demons.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, among them was someone crazier than the demons—Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei suddenly understood her.
    

    

    
      No wonder she looked down on all external conflicts—compared to the Secret Realm demons, worldly struggles were child’s play.
    

    

    
      She seemed born for the Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      She adapted perfectly to everything here.
    

    

    
      Even though Shang Xinlei and the others were stronger than Jiang Ten, in the horrific environment of the Secret Realm, they weren’t much stronger than infants.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten carved a bloody path through the demon horde.
    

    

    
      As she walked, she suddenly changed direction.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei glanced that way and instantly knew—she was going to support Jie Yuanshao and Qian Gongyu.
    

    

    
      She suddenly felt both angry and amused.
    

    

    
      You just said you had no one to rely on, that you didn’t want to depend on others...
    

    

    
      But now you’re clearly the one we’re all depending on!
    

    

    
      Born in hardship but filled with lofty ambition.
    

    

    
      Alone and unaided, yet taking care of all of us.
    

    

    
      Powerless in the world, yet living as you please.
    

    

    
      Why does someone like you exist in this world?
    

    

    
      And why... did I have to meet you?
    

    

    
      When the fourth wave finally ended, almost everyone was drenched in blood.
    

    

    
      At a glance, they looked like four serial killers.
    

    

    
      Even the slightly obsessive Jie Yuanshao had become fully desensitized.
    

    

    
      She ignored her dirty clothes and collapsed onto the soft chair in the castle hall, her eyes hollow as if drained dry.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu directly flopped over and shouted, “I don’t want to move! I don’t want to scavenge resources!”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Everyone froze.
    

    

    
      They looked at Jiang Ten, then at Qian Gongyu, wondering if something had happened between them.
    

    

    
      Why was Jiang Ten spoiling Qian Gongyu?
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu was a bit flustered too, embarrassedly saying, “I was just whining, I didn’t really mean I wouldn’t go...”
    

    

    
      “If we trigger the Fifth Wave Demon Surge early, the current rest time will carry over to the next round,” Jiang Ten explained. “Shall we trigger it early?”
    

    

    
      They all looked at each other and nodded: “Yes!”
    

    

    
      After all, the next round only had one Fourth-Stage Demon.
    

    

    
      They could rest in the castle and let the statues handle it.
    

    

    
      No one knew what Jiang Ten operated, but soon, a thunderous roar shook the outside.
    

    

    
      Flames turned the sky over the Mansu Woodland orange-red.
    

    

    
      They saw Jiang Ten turning to head out and asked curiously, “Where are you going?”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t I tell you?” Jiang Ten said. “Dealing damage to the Fourth-Stage Demon also counts toward Blood Weapon kills.”
    

    

    
      “Rest well.”
    

    

    
      As the roars of demons outside grew nearer, Shang Xinlei said, “Two statues have leveled up now—it shouldn’t take long to handle this Fourth-Stage Demon.”
    

    

    
      “Mhm.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      The firewood in the fireplace crackled, and the sound of demons rang out again—it seemed they were already near the city wall and engaging with the statues.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao sighed and stood up with her weary body. "In such a safe environment, I feel like I’d be wasting this opportunity if I don’t fight the Fourth-Stage Demon a bit."
    

    

    
      "Don’t do that. Isn’t it nice to just chat and drink tea here?" Qian Gongyu rummaged through the nearby cabinet. "There are even pastries!"
    

    

    
      "Then let’s go," Shang Xinlei reached out her hand to Qian Gongyu, "You’ve rested enough, haven’t you?"
    

    

    
      "It hasn’t even been that long..." Qian Gongyu muttered a complaint and unwillingly took Shang Xinlei’s hand to stand up.
    

    

    
      "Xiaoyu, we’re part of the Vermillion Band and Purple-Ribbon Nobles—aren’t you being a bit disrespectful to us right now?"
    

    

    
      "Sorry, the education I received doesn’t allow me to respect a stinky Fourth Miss of the Shang Family."
    

    

    
      "You... you really are a noble through and through!"
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      "Strange. Why is today’s Fifth Wave of demons arriving so fast?"
    

    

    
      At the entrance of the Mansu Woodland, Jie Zilong heard the noise inside and couldn’t help but speculate, "The Fourth Wave just ended, and the Fifth has already begun... could they control the start time of the Demon Surge?"
    

    

    
      "Uncle Zilong."
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu came over and asked, "Are they coming back? The luncheon is about to start."
    

    

    
      "They said they wanted to push through to the Tenth Trial, so it’ll be a while yet." Jie Zilong sighed. "But I’m not too optimistic. Even the Fifth Trial has a Fourth-Stage Demon—who knows how hard it gets after that."
    

    

    
      "I’m quite confident, actually," Qun Yushu said. "That goal of reaching the Tenth Trial must’ve been set by Jiang Ten. She’s not someone unrealistic."
    

    

    
      "So you’re still very interested in her."
    

    

    
      "She’s so beautiful and so powerful—who wouldn’t be interested? But I respect her like a father—keep a respectful distance, that kind."
    

    

    
      "The Qun Family’s not planning to recruit her?"
    

    

    
      "Of course the family wants to, but I don’t think there’s much hope." Qun Yushu said, "From the first time I saw her, I knew—she’s not someone who’ll submit to others. Even if she joins any family, she won’t accept any restraints. She’ll only use their power to achieve her own goals."
    

    

    
      "Pride, huh? That’s normal. If I had her talent, skill, and looks, I’d probably yell at my old man too." Jie Zilong chuckled. The two of them shared a common ground when it came to rebelling against elders.
    

    

    
      "Pride? No, no, I don’t think she’s too proud." Qun Yushu shook his head. "She... she just thinks we’re all too boring. Like watching ants carry sugar—maybe it’s fun to observe from above, but if the ants invite you to join them, you’d feel annoyed, wouldn’t you?"
    

    

    
      "Usually, that’s called arrogance." Jie Zilong sighed. "I used to be like that too—thought people my age were boring. It wasn’t until I hit some real walls that I matured... If you live in the mortal world, you have to accept its rules."
    

    

    
      "Then, do you think Jiang Ten will become worldly?" Qun Yushu suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      Before Jie Zilong could reply, noise erupted from a nearby tent.
    

    

    
      "Someone’s dead!"
    

    

    
      "A young master from the Luo Family is dead! Quick, get someone here!"
    

    

    
      "It must’ve been done by a Demon-Path Messenger!"
    

    

    
      "Lock down the camp, search the area thoroughly!"
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong snapped his head toward Qun Yushu, only to find Qun Yushu was also watching the panicked crowd.
    

    

    
      "Don’t misunderstand—I didn’t know what would happen." Qun Yushu smiled. "I only knew something would happen."
    

    

    
      "Then whose side are you on?" Jie Zilong asked.
    

    

    
      "I’ll side with the worldly," Qun Yushu glanced at Jie Zilong,
    

    

    
      "And so will you."
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      Chapter 61: Camp Tremors
    

    

    
      The fifth wave of the assault brought forth the Fourth-Stage Demon, ‘Rampage Tusk Beast’.
    

    

    
      Compared to the Thunderstorm Lion, while the Rampage Tusk Beast’s claw strikes didn’t carry thunder damage, it possessed a far more terrifying beastly charge—able to gather force in place and suddenly dash forward.
    

    

    
      Let alone taking a direct hit—even a graze could tear half a body apart.
    

    

    
      Not just Qian Gongyu and the others, even Yan Qing himself had to proceed with utmost caution when fighting it.
    

    

    
      He dared not get too close, only daring to repair the Rampage Tusk Beast’s feet from the edge.
    

    

    
      After a soul-shaking, earth-shattering struggle, the Rampage Tusk Beast finally collapsed outside the city wall.
    

    

    
      It took three and a half minutes.
    

    

    
      “So this... is the power of Foundation?” Jie Yuanshao muttered.
    

    

    
      Standing at the forefront of everyone were the ‘Blade War General’ and the ‘Tear-Crowned Mermaid’, the upgraded forms of the Blade Warrior and Narcissus Mermaid, respectively—known as Advanced Statues.
    

    

    
      Upgrading to Advanced Statues required a huge amount of rare resources.
    

    

    
      Even with the accumulation over several rounds, Yan Qing and the team had only enough to upgrade these two statues.
    

    

    
      They had guessed beforehand that Advanced Statues would have Fourth-Stage strength.
    

    

    
      But they didn’t expect the gap between Fourth-Stages to be this vast—Rampage Tusk Beast, capable of smashing Third-Stage Messengers like toys, looked like a giant dog being toyed with in front of the Blade War General and Tear-Crowned Mermaid.
    

    

    
      The Blade War General didn’t gain any new special abilities.
    

    

    
      It just became incredibly, incredibly fast.
    

    

    
      It could slash off the tusks of the Rampage Tusk Beast the moment it got close, then slide away from the charge in one smooth motion.
    

    

    
      Even Yan Qing couldn’t manage such exquisite and flawless dodging.
    

    

    
      ‘Jiang Ten’s’ dodge range was too short—dodging still meant getting hit.
    

    

    
      Until the Rampage Tusk Beast fell, the Blade War General hadn’t lost a single drop of blood.
    

    

    
      This wasn’t solely the Blade War General’s achievement.
    

    

    
      In fact, the Rampage Tusk Beast seemed to have a Token that could unleash a ferocious area-wide claw strike.
    

    

    
      But whenever that happened, the Tear-Crowned Mermaid would tap her spear lightly.
    

    

    
      A massive water mirror would form before the Rampage Tusk Beast, rebounding its desperate attack back onto itself.
    

    

    
      The Tear-Crowned Mermaid’s attacks weren’t nearly as strong as the Blade War General’s—not even as strong as other Comrade Alliance statues.
    

    

    
      But without her, this battle wouldn’t have been so easy.
    

    

    
      Her utility was unique.
    

    

    
      This was the true strength of a Fourth-Stage creature—a Foundation entity.
    

    

    
      In this whole battle, everyone was basically just watching them perform.
    

    

    
      Let alone Yan Qing’s team—even the regular statues paled in comparison.
    

    

    
      Compared to them, Thunderstorm Lion and Rampage Tusk Beast were nothing more than elite grunts at the Fourth-Stage level.
    

    

    
      Once the statues returned to their original forms, Qian Gongyu eagerly ran up and touched the Tear-Crowned Mermaid’s spear, full of envy.
    

    

    
      “So this is a Fourth-Stage Token? Is there any way to borrow it for a bit?”
    

    

    
      “Please, Jiang Ten, if it’s possible, I beg you—don’t tell me,” Shang Xinlei clasped her hands together.
    

    

    
      “I’m just an ordinary rich person with influence—I really can’t handle such a huge opportunity.”
    

    

    
      “C-Can we?” Jie Yuanshao suddenly turned her head.
    

    

    
      This noble lady’s throat moved nervously, her expression both fearful and hopeful—like a wild cat staring hungrily at cat food being offered by a stranger.
    

    

    
      She asked longingly, “We can really get a Fourth-Stage Token?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t bother responding.
    

    

    
      He glanced at the countdown and was suddenly stunned.
    

    

    
      “The next wave of monsters will attack in 64 minutes and 15 seconds.”
    

    

    
      He checked several times to make sure he wasn’t mistaken, then shared the bad news with his teammates.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu hadn’t caught on yet.
    

    

    
      She stretched lazily and said, “So tired... time to search for another half an hour.”
    

    

    
      “No!” Shang Xinlei exclaimed.
    

    

    
      “We triggered the fifth wave early—weren’t we supposed to stack the search time for two rounds? Why is there only enough time for a cup of tea?”
    

    

    
      “That means after the fifth wave, we only get a tea’s worth of time,” Jie Yuanshao calmly analyzed.
    

    

    
      “But yesterday after the fifth wave, we clearly had half an hour.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Yan Qing clicked the 【?】 button beside the countdown.
    

    

    
      Three days had passed, and it was only now, on the third day, that he remembered to check the actual rules of this instance instead of blindly playing by instinct.
    

    

    
      “The first four trials are for beginners. Upon completion, the rest periods are: 15 minutes, 30 minutes, 45 minutes, and 60 minutes respectively.”
    

    

    
      “After the fifth trial, each success only grants a base rest time of 5 minutes.”
    

    

    
      “First-time completion of the fifth, tenth, and twentieth trials gives a bonus 60-minute rest time.”
    

    

    
      “Starting the next monster wave early stacks rest time.”
    

    

    
      Only the first four trials had bonus rest time—after that, it was basically just five minutes?
    

    

    
      But on second thought, Yan Qing realized this was perfectly reasonable.
    

    

    
      How could players have that much time to stay in an instance?
    

    

    
      The first four trials alone added up to two and a half hours.
    

    

    
      Even if most of that time was spent gathering resources, it was already absurdly long.
    

    

    
      Aside from university students and the unemployed, who else could play for two and a half uninterrupted hours?
    

    

    
      Moreover, this instance had a 99-trial cap.
    

    

    
      If each trial ended with an hour-long search, wouldn’t players need to spend over a hundred hours?
    

    

    
      If word got out, not just the players—even the government might suspect The Messenger’s dev team of using VR games to cause mass sudden deaths.
    

    

    
      The correct way to play this instance was to spend each day collecting resources in the first four trials, then speedrun the later ones.
    

    

    
      Even when hitting a wall, they’d have to adapt on the fly.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had been stuck circling within the first five trials until today, when he finally realized the truth.
    

    

    
      Once a child leaves their ivory tower, they will find that the world offers little time for preparation.
    

    

    
      “So the next half hour determines how far we can go,” Jie Yuanshao exhaled deeply.
    

    

    
      “Then let me, on behalf of the Jie Family, measure the breadth of Mansu Woodland as much as possible.”
    

    

    
      “Many people are watching outside, Miss Jie—you better not drag us down,” Shang Xinlei said with a laugh.
    

    

    
      “That’s right!” Qian Gongyu suddenly got excited, energy surging through her body, clenching her fists and itching to act.
    

    

    
      “When news of Mansu Woodland spreads, my Qian Family can rise to fame alongside your Jie and Shang Families in Liang Kingdom!”
    

    

    
      “With such renown, we won’t have to worry about being eliminated from the noble ranks by the Court, right?”
    

    

    
      “Knowing me and Miss Jie, you still worry about your family?” Shang Xinlei chuckled.
    

    

    
      “Call us elder sisters, and little sister, your life will be carefree.”
    

    

    
      “Sister Yuanshao, Sister Xinlei!”
    

    

    
      “You actually said her name before mine—are you looking down on me?”
    

    

    
      “Hmph, you dare offend me? You’re doomed!”
    

    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    

    
      “Stop messing around, Jiang Ten’s already gone,” Jie Yuanshao spoke up.
    

    

    
      “She seems to care a lot about whether she can reach the tenth trial... Don’t dawdle.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu was slightly stunned and turned her head to glance in the direction Jiang Ten had left, seemingly deep in thought.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      At the entrance clearing of Mansu Woodland, chairs and a tea table had been brought over.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ye slowly rinsed and brewed tea, pouring it for others with practiced elegance—clearly a veteran tea connoisseur.
    

    

    
      In the North, they love liquor; in the South, they love tea.
    

    

    
      No one minded.
    

    

    
      They just sat there sipping tea.
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu immediately raised an eyebrow.
    

    

    
      “Mellow at first, endlessly fragrant aftertaste, spirit energy slowly recovering—is this the legendary Biluoya?”
    

    

    
      “It is indeed.”
    

    

    
      “It can only be cultivated within the Secret Realm of the Hundred Herbs Garden, and takes three months to harvest once,” Zhou Ye replied with a smile.
    

    

    
      “I only have this bit left.”
    

    

    
      “Seems like the Zhou Family has made notable progress in Secret Realm cultivation,” said Chen Linchuan.
    

    

    
      “Have you managed to grow any spirit-infused herbs?”
    

    

    
      “It’s possible, but the quality is far inferior to what the Secret Realm of the Hundred Herbs Garden produces,” Zhou Ye replied with a bitter smile.
    

    

    
      “If you really do the math, even cultivating for a whole year can’t compare to just raiding the Hundred Herbs Garden once.”
    

    

    
      Even so, everyone could affirm that the Zhou Family had operated the Hundred Herbs Garden impressively.
    

    

    
      The fact that their pharmacies had opened across Zhou and Qi Kingdoms was proof enough.
    

    

    
      Even if the Zhou Family couldn’t match a single raid with a year’s worth of cultivation, planting carried no risk.
    

    

    
      But raiding the Hundred Herbs Garden—sending in even their elite might still result in casualties.
    

    

    
      Among all Third-Stage Secret Realms, the Hundred Herbs Garden didn’t yield the most resources, but it was the one people most desired to possess.
    

    

    
      This was because it had vast herbal fields inside.
    

    

    
      Between raids, the Zhou Family could harvest a large yield—unlike other Secret Realms that remained idle.
    

    

    
      “That fifth wave just now,” Chen Linchuan glanced toward Mansu Woodland, “ended so quickly.”
    

    

    
      “Did you guys catch what the Fourth-Stage Demon was in the fifth wave?” Qun Yushu slapped his leg, laughing at himself.
    

    

    
      “I was just listening at the entrance and my legs nearly gave out.”
    

    

    
      “More than that, I’m curious how they managed to defeat a Fourth-Stage Demon so quickly,” Zhou Ye said as he continued steeping tea.
    

    

    
      “If they used external power, would that power count toward their treasure chest rewards?”
    

    

    
      Everyone looked toward the personal score leaderboard not far away.
    

    

    
      There were dozens of names on the board.
    

    

    
      But the combined scores of everyone below couldn’t match the fourth place—Qian Gongyu.
    

    

    
      And even adding Qian Gongyu, Jie Yuanshao, and Shang Xinlei together didn’t surpass the top score—Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Mansu Woodland had never seen such high scores.
    

    

    
      No one knew what kind of treasures their chests might contain.
    

    

    
      Even if Jiang Ten’s treasure couldn’t yield a direct Fourth-Stage item—what about Third-Stage?
    

    

    
      For example, technique manuals, Third-Stage Tokens, foundation-enhancing pills, or maybe even...
    

    

    
      “Even Fourth-Stage Demons are showing up,” Chen Linchuan said slowly.
    

    

    
      “Wouldn’t be surprising if they awarded a Foundation Pill.”
    

    

    
      Everyone gasped at these words—even Jie Zilong couldn’t help but feel a surge of desire.
    

    

    
      A Foundation Pill!
    

    

    
      Even though all present were important figures from their respective families, battle-hardened prodigies of their generation—none dared to claim with certainty they’d ever obtain a single Foundation Pill in their lifetime!
    

    

    
      “Jie Zilong, Shang Yue,” Zhou Ye raised his teacup and smiled.
    

    

    
      “Congratulations to your two families for taking the lead.”
    

    

    
      Though it sounded like a polite congratulation, the atmosphere instantly turned tense.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ye’s message was clear.
    

    

    
      Your families have already gained enormous benefits—so whatever happens next, you shouldn’t interfere.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong looked to the young man beside him.
    

    

    
      The youth had refined features, wore luxurious clothes, but his frame was frail and complexion pale—always exuding an air of chronic illness that couldn’t be shaken.
    

    

    
      “I traveled two days to reach the woodland,” the youth spoke slowly.
    

    

    
      “I still need time to understand the situation.”
    

    

    
      “Humble and cautious—worthy of the Shang Family’s scholarly lineage,” Zhou Ye said with a smile.
    

    

    
      “But it is true that decisions shouldn’t be made too soon.”
    

    

    
      “Lu Xiaoqi also needs time to investigate the case.”
    

    

    
      “Sigh, such a well-arranged Mansu Woodland gathering—why did it have to turn into a murder case?”
    

    

    
      “The sixth wave has begun,” Qun Yushu suddenly said.
    

    

    
      Everyone fell silent and listened carefully.
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan’s expression grew grim.
    

    

    
      “Likely... one Fourth-Stage Demon, one Third-Stage Demon, plus many lesser demon underlings.”
    

    

    
      “But for them, it shouldn’t be difficult to handle.”
    

    

    
      And as Chen Linchuan predicted—by the time Zhou Ye’s tea had cooled, the battle inside was already over.
    

    

    
      They thought they would have to wait another half an hour, but the seventh wave of the demon surge started soon after.
    

    

    
      “One Fourth-Stage Demon, plus five Third-Stage Demons?” Qun Yushu exclaimed. “This difficulty is ramping up way too fast!”
    

    

    
      This time, the battle inside took a bit longer—nearly fifteen minutes passed before the fighting quieted down.
    

    

    
      They thought surely there would be a break this time.
    

    

    
      But soon enough, they heard the eighth wave of the demon surge descend.
    

    

    
      “Two Fourth-Stage Demons...” Jie Zilong looked worried.
    

    

    
      “This is already approaching the difficulty level of a Fourth-Stage Secret Realm’s entrance...”
    

    

    
      “Their scores are increasing rapidly too,” Qun Yushu glanced at the leaderboard.
    

    

    
      “Once this wave is over, Jiang Ten’s score will break 9000.”
    

    

    
      “Two Fourth-Stage Demons won’t be able to stop them.”
    

    

    
      Whether the two Fourth-Stage Demons could stop those inside was unknown.
    

    

    
      But the impact on the camp was very real.
    

    

    
      All unrelated personnel had already retreated over a hundred meters from the entrance.
    

    

    
      Even Messengers felt their hearts tremble.
    

    

    
      The pressure from just one Fourth-Stage Demon was enough to make a mortal’s legs shake.
    

    

    
      With two demons together, timid people might even wet themselves or collapse on the spot.
    

    

    
      When the eighth wave ended, Zhou Ye and the others exchanged glances and noticed a layer of sweat on everyone’s bodies.
    

    

    
      They all turned to Jie Zilong and Shang Yue, and sincerely said, “Congratulations, truly—your two families are producing remarkable talents in this generation!”
    

    

    
      Even they, standing outside, were nervous and shaken.
    

    

    
      Yet Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao were inside Mansu Woodland, facing down two Fourth-Stage Demons.
    

    

    
      Regardless of their strength, their mental fortitude had to be extraordinary.
    

    

    
      Perhaps ordinary people valued talent most.
    

    

    
      But for great noble families, having a mindset that didn’t crumble under crisis was the foundation of true strength.
    

    

    
      After all, talent could be trained or even fed directly—but poor temperament couldn’t be cultivated at all.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong couldn’t help but smile and said, “Yuanshao, that child, might surpass me very soon.”
    

    

    
      “If even the eighth trial is this difficult,” Qun Yushu sighed, “I wonder how many stages Mansu Woodland has.”
    

    

    
      “Rumor says there are ninety-nine stages.”
    

    

    
      “Ninety-nine?” Everyone fell silent.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ye shook his head in disbelief and chuckled.
    

    

    
      “That sounds like a path only the legendary immortals could walk.”
    

    

    
      “I wonder how far they’ll go... Wait, it’s starting again?” Qun Yushu listened carefully.
    

    

    
      “One, two... The ninth trial has a full four Foundation-level demons!”
    

    

    
      “Even if they manage to survive, this might be their limit,” Chen Linchuan tapped the tea table lightly.
    

    

    
      “Shang Yue, have you made up your mind yet?”
    

    

    
      The pale, sickly youth coughed, as if unaware that everyone was waiting for his response.
    

    

    
      He slowly sipped his Biluoya tea and said leisurely, “Before I see Xinlei, I won’t make any rash decisions.”
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan’s eyes flickered.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ye was still making tea, but under the overwhelming pressure of four Foundation Demons, his hands trembled uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      The tea stream wavered and splashed.
    

    

    
      At some point, Lu Wangji was already standing outside, waiting.
    

    

    
      Everyone looked toward the entrance of Mansu Woodland, waiting for the deadly slaughter inside to come to an end.
    

    

    
      Fifteen minutes later, the sounds of battle slowly quieted down.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong slowly exhaled and stood up, and the others followed suit.
    

    

    
      Just as the atmosphere grew increasingly tense, Qun Yushu stared at the empty entrance, and his expression gradually turned to disbelief.
    

    

    
      “No way...”
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong’s lips quivered as he stared at the entrance without blinking.
    

    

    
      Shang Yue coughed three times and let out a soft sigh.
    

    

    
      Time seemed to pass slowly.
    

    

    
      Everyone felt like they could hear their own heartbeats ticking.
    

    

    
      Yet at the same time, time also seemed to fly—before long, the tenth wave of the demon surge arrived.
    

    

    
      This time, even Third-Stage Messengers didn’t dare linger near the entrance.
    

    

    
      The grass around the gate had been flattened by howling winds.
    

    

    
      Heaven and earth dimmed, as if calamity were about to descend.
    

    

    
      “Fourth-Stage Demon Lord!”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ye shielded his precious teapot, his voice trembling with both fear and excitement.
    

    

    
      “Even a Fourth-Stage Messenger can’t face such a Foundation Demon Lord alone!”
    

    

    
      “And aside from the Fourth-Stage Demon Lord, there are three other Foundation Demons,” Qun Yushu actually laughed out loud.
    

    

    
      “This might be the closest I ever get to a Fourth-Stage Demon Lord in my life.”
    

    

    
      If earlier they were harboring secret thoughts and petty malice—
    

    

    
      Now they still had ulterior motives.
    

    

    
      But deep down, they couldn’t help being curious.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t about gain, nor jealousy, nor victory.
    

    

    
      They just genuinely wanted to know—
    

    

    
      How far could these four young people go?
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      When the tenth wave of the demon surge just began, Shang Xinlei and the others were actually very confident.
    

    

    
      They dared to accompany Jiang Ten to this point because they believed she had a chance of winning.
    

    

    
      And the situation was far better than they had imagined—only one Fourth-Stage Demon Lord and three Foundation-Building demons appeared, with no demon minions.
    

    

    
      As for the combat power they could deploy, there were a full five Advanced Statues!
    

    

    
      During the final loot search, Jie Yuanshao had a streak of incredible luck and encountered a special character called the ‘Card-Guessing Gambler.’
    

    

    
      After winning a card game named Hidden Turtle against him, the gambler left behind a Resource Doubling Card as a reward, which could double the amount of any single resource.
    

    

    
      But that still wasn’t enough—they also built the functional facility ‘Market.’
    

    

    
      By converting resources to squeeze out every drop of potential, they finally gathered enough to upgrade three statues, leaving only a few pieces of wood in the shelter’s warehouse.
    

    

    
      One Advanced Statue was enough to handle one Foundation Demon.
    

    

    
      Two statues could quickly kill a Foundation Demon.
    

    

    
      Therefore, when the tenth wave descended, they quickly devised a strategy:
    

    

    
      Three statues would engage the Foundation Demons.
    

    

    
      Two statues would block the Demon Lord.
    

    

    
      If any side fell into disadvantage, they would quickly exploit it to gain the upper hand.
    

    

    
      This fantasy lasted until they saw the Fourth-Stage Demon Lord walk out from the Dense Fog.
    

    

    
      Clink, clank—the chains slid across the grass, colliding with crisp frictional sounds.
    

    

    
      Its appearance looked no different from an ordinary person, even somewhat thin.
    

    

    
      It wore a white-fur coat with a belt and a wild-looking horned helmet.
    

    

    
      Its face and gender were indistinguishable, seeming like someone from the grasslands.
    

    

    
      But it dragged chains as thick as thighs in both hands.
    

    

    
      The chains stretched over a dozen meters long and appeared to weigh several tons, carving deep trails into the grass.
    

    

    
      Behind it were three massive demons with blade-like arms.
    

    

    
      Their heads resembled mice, and their movements were timid and rodent-like.
    

    

    
      They obediently followed behind the chain-wielding monster, not daring to overstep.
    

    

    
      Yet when their claws skimmed the ground, the air pressure would slice all surrounding grass clean—these giant rats were clearly formidable Foundation Demons.
    

    

    
      “Leader of the Swift-Claw Tribe.” Jiang Ten pointed at the chain monster, then at the giant rats. “Swift-Claw Beasts.”
    

    

    
      Everyone was stunned before realizing Jiang Ten was introducing the names of the Demon Lord and its subordinates.
    

    

    
      By now, they had sensed something was off.
    

    

    
      Humanoid demons might have less vital energy than beast types, but they were often better at combat.
    

    

    
      Still, it was too late to back out.
    

    

    
      They stuck to the plan and sent in the ‘Blade War General’ and ‘Dragon-Breaking Warrior’ from the Comrade Alliance to intercept the tribe leader.
    

    

    
      The Blade War General excelled at dodging, while the Dragon-Breaking Warrior had high defense, making them the best choices to endure the Demon Lord.
    

    

    
      The tribe leader inhaled deeply like a rushing tide, his arm muscles bulging with veins.
    

    

    
      When the two statues stepped within ten meters, he suddenly roared—his voice boomed like war drums.
    

    

    
      Everyone could only see two white streaks tearing through the air.
    

    

    
      The crisp sonic boom sounded like the world wailing under a lash.
    

    

    
      Even from dozens of steps away, Shang Xinlei and the others felt the wind from the lashes.
    

    

    
      Their delicate faces were even cut and bloodied.
    

    

    
      Compared to the blade-arms of the Swift-Claw Beasts, it was his chains that were the true swift claws—unpredictable as shadows, fierce as thunder!
    

    

    
      Even from that distance they were affected—those directly hit, the Blade War General and Dragon-Breaking Warrior, were severely wounded.
    

    

    
      They were blasted back over a dozen steps before stopping.
    

    

    
      The Blade War General had a savage gash across the chest.
    

    

    
      The Dragon-Breaking Warrior’s armor was shattered by a fifth.
    

    

    
      Even without seeing the durability bar, it was clear the two statues couldn’t last long against the tribe leader.
    

    

    
      “How do we even fight this?” Qian Gongyu widened her eyes. “It alone is crushing both statues!”
    

    

    
      “No, we can fight!” Jie Yuanshao instantly saw the leader’s weakness. “He uses the chains as whips—whips are strongest at full length, but at close range they’re weaker than daggers. If we can get the statues close, there’s a chance!”
    

    

    
      “But how do we close in? One swing sends the statues flying—”
    

    

    
      Before Qian Gongyu could finish, Jiang Ten darted toward the tribe leader like a shadow.
    

    

    
      Twenty meters. Fifteen. Ten.
    

    

    
      As soon as she entered the leader’s attack range, the other three held their breath, blood freezing, scalp tingling.
    

    

    
      Swish.
    

    

    
      The tribe leader showed no mercy, launching a vicious double-chain strike at the small, fragile Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      In that flash, she leapt and dodged, evading the chains.
    

    

    
      Yet even the wind from the lashes cut her legs like countless tiny blades.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the Blade War General and Dragon-Breaking Warrior charged in from the left and right rear.
    

    

    
      They sprinted toward the Demon Lord at full speed!
    

    

    
      What would it do?
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten and the two statues now surrounded it in a triangle—it could handle at most two, but one was bound to get close!
    

    

    
      The tribe leader moved.
    

    

    
      Not just its arms, but its legs too.
    

    

    
      It ran straight toward the space between the two statues, swinging chains to knock both back!
    

    

    
      The encirclement Jiang Ten had formed was shattered in an instant!
    

    

    
      “They say the stronger a humanoid demon is, the smarter it becomes…” Shang Xinlei murmured. “Looks like that’s true.”
    

    

    
      “But now what?” Qian Gongyu panicked. “We can’t hold the tribe leader—Blade War General and the others will be destroyed!”
    

    

    
      “Three aren’t enough to pin it down. We need at least four!” Jie Yuanshao took a deep breath, blood surging, and raised her Blood Weapon longsword to charge. “Looks like we have to—”
    

    

    
      “Don’t go!” Shang Xinlei grabbed her at once. “That battlefield isn’t one we can join! We should stick to the plan and quickly take down a Swift-Claw Beast!”
    

    

    
      At the same time, the battlefield situation changed once again.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten suddenly gave up on the tribe leader and instead shot like an arrow toward the nearest Swift-Claw Beast, brushing past the Tear-Crowned Mermaid.
    

    

    
      When the Swift-Claw Beast tried to pursue the Tear-Crowned Mermaid, Jiang Ten slid beneath it, her Blood Weapon long blade slicing a vicious wound across its soft belly, successfully drawing its attention.
    

    

    
      The Tear-Crowned Mermaid also switched battlefields accordingly.
    

    

    
      With a point of her spear, she summoned a water mirror to reflect the tribe leader’s chain attack, dealing the first damage to him.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and the others felt a surge of hope—was Jiang Ten planning to hold off a Foundation Demon by herself so that the three statues could focus on the tribe leader?
    

    

    
      However, as time passed, the situation did not improve.
    

    

    
      Although the tribe leader’s attack speed was not fast, it had a wide range and high margin for error.
    

    

    
      Even against three Advanced Statues, he handled them with ease, steadily and efficiently whittling down their durability.
    

    

    
      After just a few exchanges, the Tear-Crowned Mermaid was already bleeding profusely, and the three statues still couldn’t break into the tribe leader’s chain zone.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Jie Yuanshao and the others were coordinating with the ‘Slayer Warrior’ and all the lower-tier statues to besiege another Swift-Claw Beast.
    

    

    
      As long as they could kill one, they could free up an Advanced Statue to join the assault on the tribe leader.
    

    

    
      But the Swift-Claw Beast had thick skin and flesh.
    

    

    
      No matter how they focused fire, it could still hold on for a while.
    

    

    
      Would they make it in time?
    

    

    
      Could they kill the Swift-Claw Beast before the tribe leader destroyed the statues?
    

    

    
      Three days of hard-earned buildup—was it all coming down to a life-or-death sprint with no certainty?
    

    

    
      In the end, would everything be decided by luck?
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, she…” Qian Gongyu glanced at the battlefield and asked in confusion, “Is she getting closer?”
    

    

    
      They turned their heads and saw Jiang Ten fighting the Swift-Claw Beast while gradually moving toward them.
    

    

    
      It was hard to believe she was just a newly promoted Messenger.
    

    

    
      Even with statue synergy buffs, she was actually holding off a Foundation Demon alone, and still had the presence of mind to regroup with them—
    

    

    
      Regroup?
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s pupils shrank as she looked toward the ‘Slayer Warrior’ beside her.
    

    

    
      The Slayer Warrior, wielding a greatsword, was wrestling with the Swift-Claw Beast.
    

    

    
      He knocked it back and used the recoil to retreat—falling farther and farther back—before turning and joining the fight against the tribe leader!
    

    

    
      “She’s insane!” Jie Yuanshao immediately realized. “She’s trying to hold off two Foundation Demons by herself!”
    

    

    
      With the Slayer Warrior gone, the Swift-Claw Beast swatted away the Funeral Mermaid and Eagle Archer.
    

    

    
      These low-tier statues were no match for a Foundation Demon.
    

    

    
      It turned and saw Jiang Ten approaching.
    

    

    
      Its rodent eyes gleamed with bloodlust, and it roared, pouncing at her!
    

    

    
      At the same time, the Swift-Claw Beast already chasing Jiang Ten was also enraged by this little bug.
    

    

    
      It leapt with all fours, its claws like twin blades, slicing toward her!
    

    

    
      The two Swift-Claw Beasts roared together.
    

    

    
      Their pounce and claw strikes sealed off all escape routes—this was a burning-blood, explosive combo strike!
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao stood stunned, witnessing the scene.
    

    

    
      Every detail etched deeply into her memory.
    

    

    
      Even years later after reaching Fourth-Stage Foundation, she still couldn’t figure out how Jiang Ten, with her strength at that time, could have avoided such an attack.
    

    

    
      The Swift-Claw Beasts’ flawless pincer move surely exceeded Jiang Ten’s expectations.
    

    

    
      She had pushed recklessly along the knife’s edge—and accidentally stepped half a foot into death’s domain.
    

    

    
      Thinking carefully, Jiang Ten was just a very simple yet greedy person.
    

    

    
      She wanted everything and refused to be bound by anything.
    

    

    
      When she said she would conquer the tenth trial, she meant it at any cost—even if the cost was herself.
    

    

    
      At the same time, she was incredibly naive.
    

    

    
      She’d rather shoulder all risks alone than ask them for help.
    

    

    
      How selfish can you be?
    

    

    
      Doing this just forces us to willingly risk our lives to help you, doesn’t it?
    

    

    
      Just before the two Swift-Claw Beasts could close in, a blur shot out like a cannonball and smashed into the head of the front Swift-Claw Beast, sending it flying!
    

    

    
      With one of them gone, Jiang Ten easily dodged the rear beast’s claw blades.
    

    

    
      Her body spun like a lotus leaf.
    

    

    
      Both Bloodsteel blades slashed deep across the Swift-Claw Beast’s face.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, do you really want to pass the tenth trial?”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten took a moment to glance back and saw Qian Gongyu standing before the knocked-away Swift-Claw Beast.
    

    

    
      Her aura had changed dramatically.
    

    

    
      A tail as thick as a whip extended from beneath her skirt.
    

    

    
      Her hands were now furry, and a pair of round ears had grown atop her head.
    

    

    
      She didn’t turn her head as she spoke, but her voice had become incredibly deep—like a beast’s growl.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll help you.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao rushed to Qian Gongyu’s side.
    

    

    
      They were shocked at her appearance, but the Swift-Claw Beast had already gotten back up.
    

    

    
      They only had time to ask one question: “How long can you hold out?”
    

    

    
      “A cup of tea’s time.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu was on all fours, her face showing signs of beast transformation.
    

    

    
      Black and yellow fur on her forehead formed the ‘王’ character.
    

    

    
      She took a deep breath. “If I lose myself and turn into a true beast, then you must—”
    

    

    
      “A cup of tea is enough!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei grinned, flashing a smile that was anything but ladylike. “Even a noble of the Blue Band is risking everything—how could I fall behind?”
    

    

    
      “As a Purple-Ribbon Noble, I should lead by example and protect my people. How can I let my people bleed while staying untouched myself?”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao gripped her Blood Weapon longsword. “Qian Gongyu, I acknowledge you now… even without Jiang Ten, I would gladly accept your loyalty—and your friendship!”
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      When the tribe leader fell, only three of the five advanced statues remained, and all the lower-tier statues had their durability reduced to zero.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu and the others did not participate in the final battle. The vast difference in strength wasn’t something courage could bridge. The tribe leader could easily tear them apart with a single chain.
    

    

    
      They waited quietly outside, watching Jiang Ten return triumphantly from the battlefield with two Ironblood Long Blades in hand.
    

    

    
      "Are you alright?" Jiang Ten asked.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu awkwardly covered the beast fur on her face and muttered, "I’m fine, it’ll fade in a few days..."
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten suddenly squatted down and touched Qian Gongyu’s tail. She jumped in fright, clutching her rear with a flushed face, "Jiang Ten, what are you doing!? You—you—you, do you still remember you’re my guard?"
    

    

    
      "Young Miss, I was wrong, okay?"
    

    

    
      "Why did you add 'okay'! That’s completely insincere!"
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten." Jie Yuanshao let out a long sigh. "We did it."
    

    

    
      "Yes, we did it." Jiang Ten walked over and gave Jie Yuanshao a big hug. "Thank you all for taking this risk with me."
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao was stunned for a moment, then awkwardly returned the hug. She seemed unaccustomed to such intimate gestures.
    

    

    
      Then Jiang Ten went to hug Qian Gongyu. "Young Miss, sorry for troubling you these past few days."
    

    

    
      "Eh? Eh?" Qian Gongyu’s tail stood up straight, and she seemed flustered. "It—it wasn’t that much trouble… just a little bit…"
    

    

    
      Before Jiang Ten could approach, Shang Xinlei had already thrown her arms around her. She held Jiang Ten tightly and whispered into her ear, "Jiang Ten, do you now think I’m someone you can rely on?"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing from the Thieves’ House was briefly stunned before recalling this was Shang Xinlei’s response to an earlier conversation. He wanted to reply stubbornly, ‘I don’t need to rely on anyone,’ but thinking of Qian Gongyu and the others fighting desperately softened his heart.
    

    

    
      That’s how games were—once you found good teammates who fought by your side, you couldn’t help but wonder if you could stay a team for life.
    

    

    
      「You really got me this time.」
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s eyes lit up: 「So you’re saying—」
    

    

    
      「Depends on which of you and the Jie Family offers a better price. I’m expensive, you know.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing ignored Shang Xinlei’s chatter and opened the system interface. He still had a lot to take care of.
    

    

    
      「‘Silver Hunter’ milestone achieved.」
    

    

    
      「Next monster wave will attack in 54:35」
    

    

    
      「You’ve comprehended ‘Advanced Footwork’, current level 10」
    

    

    
      「You’ve comprehended ‘Advanced Dual-Blade Technique’, current level 5」
    

    

    
      「Your Vital Energy and Blood increased by 1」
    

    

    
      「Your Spirit Soul increased by 1」
    

    

    
      「Your Dexterity increased by 1.5」
    

    

    
      「You’ve reached level 20!」
    

    

    
      「Congratulations on reaching level 20. Would you like to initiate your second job change now? Note: Class depends on gameplay experience and skill proficiency.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing took a deep breath, unable to suppress his excitement.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected the first character to reach Second Job Change wouldn’t be ‘Ye Si’, but this four-day-old ‘Jiang Ten’!
    

    

    
      It just proved how right the choice of the Woodland Messenger class was. Just one day of skill grinding in the Mansu Woodland with ‘Jiang Ten’ equaled more than ten days of hard work with ‘Ye Si’!
    

    

    
      Three selection boxes appeared on the screen, listing three available classes:
    

    

    
      「Dual-Blade Messenger (Rare)」
    

    

    
      「Attribute Bonus: Vital Energy and Blood +8, Spirit Soul +2, Dexterity +10」
    

    

    
      「Dual Blades (Blue Trait): When wielding two long blades, each effective strike inflicts 3 bleed damage per second for 10 seconds. Stacks up to 10 times.」
    

    

    
      「Ghostly Dance (Blue Trait): After every 5 consecutive attacks, your next strike will always be a critical hit.」
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      「Blade Messenger (Precious)」
    

    

    
      「Attribute Bonus: Vital Energy and Blood +10, Spirit Soul +2, Dexterity +8」
    

    

    
      「Blur (Blue Trait): After triggering a Perfect Dodge, you enter a one-frame absolute blur state, allowing you to evade even large-area attacks.」
    

    

    
      「Blink Assault (Blue Trait): After triggering a Perfect Dodge, your next attack can dash up to ten steps.」
    

    

    
      「Flawless Blade (Gold Trait): After triggering five Perfect Dodges and taking no damage, you enter the Flawless Blade state. In this state, all your melee attacks deal double damage. This state ends upon taking any damage and has a cooldown of 600 seconds.」
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      「Wandering Messenger (Precious)」
    

    

    
      「Attribute Bonus: Vital Energy and Blood +20, Spirit Soul +10, Dexterity +10」
    

    

    
      「Woodland Kin (Gold Trait): While in the Mansu Woodland, all your attributes temporarily increase by 50.」
    

    

    
      「Mansu’s Blessing (Gold Trait): When opening treasure chests in the Mansu Woodland, you gain one additional selection.」
    

    

    
      「Woodland Roam (Gold Trait): When more than a thousand trees are within a one-kilometer radius, it counts as being in the Mansu Woodland.」
    

    

    
      A rare class and two precious classes!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing knew that rare classes started appearing after the second job change, but he didn’t expect to get this lucky—three options all above standard, each with their own strengths, and none of them useless.
    

    

    
      The Dual-Blade Messenger was clearly the safest choice, offering stable damage boosts and reliable triggers. Choosing it guaranteed no loss.
    

    

    
      The Blade Messenger, however, was very technical. Blur and Blink Assault were just icing on the cake, but Flawless Blade was a gold trait that could fundamentally change combat. All damage doubled—yet the activation condition was harsh, and once damaged, the state would end and require ten minutes to reactivate. If the player lacked skill, Flawless Blade might as well not exist.
    

    

    
      The Wandering Messenger was an upgraded version of the Woodland Messenger. Not only did Woodland Kin boost all attributes by 50 instead of just comprehension, but the Woodland Roam trait made the class endlessly versatile—so long as trees were nearby, the attribute boost remained. Not to mention, Wandering Messenger had the highest base stat bonus: other classes only added 20 points total, but it alone added 40 points!
    

    

    
      There was logic in choosing any of the three classes. All had their uses. So which one was the best?
    

    

    
      By the time Yan Qing had finished handling everything, the others had mostly recovered. Shang Xinlei stood up and stretched, "Let’s go back."
    

    

    
      "Mm," Jie Yuanshao said. "Jiang Ten, Qian Gongyu, don’t say a word. Let Shang Xinlei and me handle it."
    

    

    
      "Hurry up, I’m starving." Qian Gongyu rubbed her stomach. "I always get super hungry after transforming."
    

    

    
      "Don’t forget to take the Blood Weapon." Shang Xinlei fastened the Iron Throwing Ring to her waist. "Whether we get a Legendary Token later depends on this. Oh, Miss Jie—"
    

    

    
      "I know, I’ll keep it hidden. We’ll only say it’s a First-Stage Token."
    

    

    
      The four of them passed through the Dense Fog and returned from the Mansu Woodland to the real world. Outside, dusk had fallen. Campfires lit up the camp, casting an orange glow across the jungle.
    

    

    
      Without a doubt, a large crowd was waiting outside. From afar, Jie Yuanshao saw Jie Zilong and waved, saying, "Third Uncle, we—"
    

    

    
      "Halt!"
    

    

    
      With a stern shout, dozens of crossbowmen across the camp raised their Divine Crossbows and aimed at Jiang Ten and the others. The killing intent prickled their skin, making Jie Yuanshao’s group’s scalps go numb. The Liang Kingdom’s Divine Crossbows were forged from fine iron sourced from Secret Realms. One bolt might not break through a defensive token, but dozens at once could pierce even Second-Stage defenses instantly!
    

    

    
      But after fear came overwhelming rage. Shang Xinlei stepped forward, her voice defiant, "I am Shang Xinlei of the Shang Family. Who dares harm me? Who dares kill me?!"
    

    

    
      "Xinlei, calm down."
    

    

    
      Hearing that voice, Shang Xinlei froze. She turned toward the sound and saw a sickly pale young man in the crowd, and asked in surprise, "Big Brother? Why are you here?"
    

    

    
      "You’ve caused quite the stir here. How could I not come?" Shang Yue coughed and smiled gently. "Don’t worry. This is just Lu Xiaoqi investigating a case. He won’t falsely accuse you."
    

    

    
      "Yuanshao," Jie Zilong also said. "It’s alright. Let’s hear what he has to say first."
    

    

    
      With both of their close relatives speaking, Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei couldn’t argue further. But the current scene made them feel things had spiraled completely out of their control. It felt like... the Seven Great Clans had reached a consensus.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji stepped out from the crowd and motioned with his hand. Someone brought over a folded blanket and laid it on the grass. The moment people saw it, Qian Gongyu immediately gagged and vomited—it contained a mutilated corpse!
    

    

    
      The body had been subjected to extreme cruelty, either before or after death. It bore dozens of blade wounds, yet the body remained horrifyingly intact.
    

    

    
      "Today at noon, someone discovered that the Luo Family’s Second Young Master was murdered in the camp," Lu Wangji said flatly. "The killer’s methods were brutal, defying law and status, murdering a noble heir in what seemed like a rage-driven act."
    

    

    
      "According to interrogation, a servant saw Jiang Ten, guard of the Qian Family, wandering near the Luo Family’s carriage that night."
    

    

    
      "This camp is under the direct jurisdiction of the Son of Heaven. As his personal guard, I am temporarily responsible for interrogation to uncover the truth. I now need to inspect Jiang Ten’s blade to see if it matches the wounds on the corpse."
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten, please cooperate with this investigation."
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      Luo Weijin, dead?
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu only just realized that the corpse was someone she knew.
    

    

    
      Although she and Luo Weijin didn’t get along, their relationship had never reached the point of mortal hatred.
    

    

    
      After Jiang Ten punched him, and after Qian Gongyu got to know Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei, Luo Weijin had actively avoided them.
    

    

    
      It was clear the dynamic had shifted — Qian Gongyu was now the one he couldn’t afford to provoke.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu had originally planned to find him today and boast a little, vent her frustrations.
    

    

    
      After all, life needs some clowns to bring out one’s own superiority.
    

    

    
      Now, seeing him die so brutally, Qian Gongyu felt no joy at all.
    

    

    
      Only an inexplicable discomfort and a surge of righteous anger — how could a noble clan’s child be so cruelly murdered?
    

    

    
      But when she heard Lu Wangji say that Jiang Ten had been seen near the Luo family's carriage, and even asked to inspect Jiang Ten’s blade, she froze.
    

    

    
      Then, like a mother cat whose fur had been ruffled, she yanked Jiang Ten behind her and shouted loudly, “Impossible! Jiang Ten didn’t do this! She was with me the whole night!”
    

    

    
      “Lu Xiaoqi, let’s not even talk about whether Jiang Ten’s blade matches the wound on the corpse — even if it did, that proves nothing,” Jie Yuanshao raised a hand to block in front of Jiang Ten and said.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten’s blade is just a standard straight-edged knife — it's not surprising that the real killer used a similar weapon.”
    

    

    
      “It’s not for matching wounds, but to check if the blade has touched the victim’s blood,” Lu Wangji pulled a lidded bronze mirror from his robes, “Do you recognize this token?”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao’s pupils shrank: “Blood-Imprint Mirror!”
    

    

    
      “What’s the Blood-Imprint Mirror?” Qian Gongyu asked.
    

    

    
      “Blood-Imprint across a thousand miles, tracing visible trails — the Blood-Imprint Mirror can show the flow of blood,” Jie Yuanshao explained.
    

    

    
      “Even if the murder weapon is cleaned, it cannot escape detection.”
    

    

    
      “It’s a superb token used by the Justice Bureau for investigations.”
    

    

    
      “Although the Blood-Imprint Mirror is only a Second-Stage token, it only comes from Third-Stage Secret Realms.”
    

    

    
      “And it’s extremely fragile — any government office treats it like a precious relic.”
    

    

    
      “Lu Xiaoqi actually carries one with him,” she emphasized the last part, as if hinting at something.
    

    

    
      “A Left Xiaoqi Guard patrolling the realm — how could I go without a sharp tool?” Lu Wangji replied indifferently.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, please.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei exchanged glances.
    

    

    
      They didn’t see anything wrong with Lu Wangji’s request — unless Jiang Ten really was the killer, the Blood-Imprint Mirror would show nothing.
    

    

    
      Could it be...?
    

    

    
      Using Jie Yuanshao and Qian Gongyu to block the view, Shang Xinlei leaned in and asked Jiang Ten in a low voice, “Did you ever lose your blade? Or… was it really you?”
    

    

    
      If it had been anyone else, Shang Xinlei would’ve been sure it was a false accusation.
    

    

    
      No one would be so foolish as to murder someone they had a grudge with inside a place like Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      All seasoned killers know — you wait until your enemy is outside, kill them, and hide the body.
    

    

    
      That’s how you maximize the delay before discovery.
    

    

    
      But if Jiang Ten had done it, Shang Xinlei wouldn’t be surprised in the least.
    

    

    
      To her, Jiang Ten was no gentleman — she wouldn’t wait ten years for revenge.
    

    

    
      If she had a grudge, it had to be dealt with the same night.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, she might not sleep well, which could harm her health.
    

    

    
      “My blade has always been with me.”
    

    

    
      Even in this situation, Jiang Ten remained composed and unflustered.
    

    

    
      But she only answered the first question.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu immediately added, “It absolutely wasn’t Jiang Ten — I was holding her all night while we slept. She never left!”
    

    

    
      “Lu Xiaoqi, inspecting Jiang Ten’s blade is fine, but not just hers,” Jie Yuanshao said calmly.
    

    

    
      “Everyone in the camp is a suspect and should be thoroughly checked.”
    

    

    
      “I already inspected everyone in the camp before you returned,” Lu Wangji replied mildly.
    

    

    
      “Could it be Jiang Ten is afraid to even let us inspect her weapon?”
    

    

    
      “If that’s the case…”
    

    

    
      He raised his hand slightly.
    

    

    
      The soldiers on the perimeter lifted their Divine Crossbows.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu, standing in front of Jiang Ten, was instantly overwhelmed by murderous intent.
    

    

    
      The back of her neck felt like a snake’s tongue had licked it — an electrifying fear seeped through her spine.
    

    

    
      “A noble clan’s child being brutally murdered concerns the dignity of the Court.”
    

    

    
      “This is a grave matter and must be pursued to the end.”
    

    

    
      “I, Lu, would rather kill the wrong person than let the real killer go.”
    

    

    
      “Anyone who refuses to cooperate will be treated as a criminal — Xiaoqi Army, hear my command: kill on sight!”
    

    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    

    
      The soldiers holding Divine Crossbows were not ordinary people.
    

    

    
      More than half of them were Messengers, and even those who weren’t were brimming with Vital Energy and Blood.
    

    

    
      Even though there were only dozens of them, their collective response was like a thunderous tide, shaking the woodland.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao, though from a noble family, had never faced such a blood-soaked elite force.
    

    

    
      Her face turned pale.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu said nothing, still standing in front of Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      But her legs trembled non-stop, and the clattering of her teeth could be heard.
    

    

    
      Only Shang Xinlei, who had participated in the Great Chang’an Heist and witnessed the burning of Anguo Temple, remained calm under pressure.
    

    

    
      She whispered quickly, “Jiang Ten, if you’re confident, hand over your blade first. We can make sure they won’t wrong you.”
    

    

    
      After a brief silence, Jiang Ten untied the white iron straight blade from her waist and tossed it toward Lu Wangji.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji didn’t hesitate.
    

    

    
      He first used the Blood-Imprint Mirror on the corpse on the bed.
    

    

    
      Everyone could see the mirror emit a faint yellow glow.
    

    

    
      Under the light, the blood from the body floated up like wisps of smoke.
    

    

    
      “This captures Luo Weijin’s blood aura,” Lu Wangji explained.
    

    

    
      “Now anything else it shines on will only reveal residual traces of his blood.”
    

    

    
      Then Lu Wangji turned the mirror to the white iron straight blade.
    

    

    
      At that moment, countless people in the camp held their breath.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu instinctively grabbed Jiang Ten’s hand tightly, trembling all over.
    

    

    
      Under the yellow glow, the blade’s surface remained bright — not a trace of blood.
    

    

    
      “The result is clear, Lu Xiaoqi,” Jie Yuanshao let out a long breath and said loudly.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten isn’t the killer — you’ve got the wrong person!”
    

    

    
      “No one would kill someone in Mansu Woodland and not flee,” Shang Xinlei mocked.
    

    

    
      “The killer definitely left long ago.”
    

    

    
      “Lu Xiaoqi, you should investigate those who’ve left the camp in the past couple days — not aim Divine Crossbows at us!”
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji didn’t seem disappointed, as if he had expected this outcome.
    

    

    
      He handed the blade to a soldier behind him and said, “Fourth Miss Shang’s suggestion is well noted.”
    

    

    
      “However, only you four remain in the camp.”
    

    

    
      “If Jiang Ten is innocent, then your personal weapons also need to be… hmm?”
    

    

    
      He raised an eyebrow, suddenly noticing that compared to when they went in, the group now had more weapons.
    

    

    
      He asked, “These are…?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei froze, then realized a huge problem.
    

    

    
      But at this point, it was too late to patch the flaw.
    

    

    
      “They’re rewards we brought out from Mansu Woodland,” Jie Yuanshao answered.
    

    

    
      “But why do all of you have rewards, except Jiang Ten?” Lu Wangji asked.
    

    

    
      “I’ve heard Jiang Ten carries a Storage Token?”
    

    

    
      “If that’s the case, the Storage Token also needs to be inspected — the murder weapon could be hidden inside.”
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      Check the storage token?
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji’s request suddenly sounded quite reasonable. After all, Jiang Ten did indeed have a storage token, and a rather large one at that. It was entirely possible that after killing someone, she could have hidden the murder weapon inside it.
    

    

    
      But Shang Xinlei felt something was very, nearly completely, off.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji’s tone and wording seemed to suggest that he had only remembered Jiang Ten’s storage token after discovering the blood weapon tokens everyone brought out.
    

    

    
      In other words, if Shang Xinlei and the others had hidden the blood weapons well, would Lu Wangji have simply forgotten about the storage token?
    

    

    
      Impossible.
    

    

    
      Even though she had only known Lu Wangji for a couple of days, Shang Xinlei was absolutely certain he was a meticulous man. The Xiaoqi Guard was the Imperial Guard, the Emperor’s personal troops, and Lu Wangji was sent to supervise the situation in Mansu Woodland on behalf of the Court. How could he be so careless?
    

    

    
      Yet he chose precisely this moment to raise suspicion about Jiang Ten’s storage token.
    

    

    
      After Jiang Ten handed over her sabre, Lu Wangji inspected the white iron straight blade but made no move to return it. Instead, he passed it to the man behind him. Although this could be interpreted as him intending to return all weapons after checking everyone, it could also be seen as never having intended to return it—he never planned to look for bloodstains on the blade at all; it was simply to disarm Jiang Ten!
    

    

    
      First the sabre, then the storage token.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei suddenly remembered a book she had read before, which recorded a group of merchants’ business philosophies, titled Eight Silver-Blood Strategies. One of the strategies was called “Le Yin’s Flesh Cutting.” It told of a loan shark named Le Yin. Because of his low interest rates, everyone was willing to borrow from him. However, Le Yin would ask borrowers to do small favors in return, offsetting some of the interest. At first, these tasks were simple errands or unloading cargo. But gradually, the requests became more and more demanding. If the borrower refused, Le Yin would threaten to cancel the previous interest deductions. Most people, unwilling to let their earlier efforts go to waste, would grit their teeth and comply. As a result, they neglected their own families—poor harvests, sick relatives—forcing them to borrow again from Le Yin. Back and forth, they would eventually sell themselves to him. In this way, Le Yin cut away their flesh piece by piece until none remained.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji’s actions were strikingly similar to Le Yin’s flesh cutting. Had he demanded to inspect the storage tokens from the beginning, everyone would have thought ill of him. But by first inspecting the white iron straight blade and proving Jiang Ten’s “innocence,” then proposing to inspect the storage token, he appeared merely dutiful, not maliciously targeting her.
    

    

    
      If one were truly innocent, they would likely be led by Lu Wangji step by step into handing over everything. In the end, whether guilty or not, they would have lost all ability to resist, becoming meat on the chopping block.
    

    

    
      “If you're going to inspect storage tokens, did you inspect theirs first?” Shang Xinlei pointed to the others. “Qun Yushu, your ring is quite pretty; Elder Chen, your pouch looks rather plain—it doesn't quite match your outfit; Elder Zhou, the Hundred-Flower Belt from Baicao Garden is a luxury item coveted by noble ladies in Jiangnan.”
    

    

    
      “Lu Xiaoqi, inspect their storage tokens first, then come check ours—no problem, right?”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao also responded, “Yes, if you're going to check, check everyone. Otherwise, you're just targeting us. But storage tokens are deeply private, like personal residences. Lu Xiaoqi, without a decree or a writ, do you dare to forcibly inspect their storage tokens?”
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji was slightly startled, then said expressionlessly, “As expected of direct descendants from the Jie and Shang families. Truly learned and elegant.”
    

    

    
      Just as they thought they had regained some ground and thwarted Lu Wangji’s plan, Qun Yushu’s lazy voice rang out: “I’m willing to be inspected—it's not like I’ve stuffed a lady’s undergarment in there recently.”
    

    

    
      “A murder has occurred; I’m willing to cooperate with the investigation,” said Chen Linchuan.
    

    

    
      “I’ve known Old Lu for years; I’m not afraid of him finding anything,” Zhou Ye laughed.
    

    

    
      Had they come to an agreement?
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao was startled. If the Seven Great Families and the Court were joining forces, there was nothing they could say to oppose it. But she thought maybe she was overthinking it—after all, Jie Zilong and Shang Yue were clearly on their side and would never allow Lu Wangji to act recklessly—
    

    

    
      “Jie Zilong, Shang Yue,” Lu Wangji asked, “are you willing to be inspected?”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei looked at their kin, hoping to hear a firm rebuke, even a sarcastic retort would suffice. But all they saw was Jie Zilong in silence, and Shang Yue coughing.
    

    

    
      They stood there, thinking, calculating. Their silence seemed both like resistance and like consent. Though they stood opposite Qun Yushu and the others, from Shang Xinlei’s perspective, it seemed as if they were all on the same side.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s heart suddenly pounded. A chilling thought surfaced in her mind: Was her big brother really here to help her?
    

    

    
      More accurately, were her interests and the family’s truly aligned?
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao furrowed her brow slightly and took a step forward, as if planning to speak with her third uncle. But at that moment, Jiang Ten, who had been silent all along, suddenly spoke:
    

    

    
      “I won’t hand over my storage token,” she said calmly. “Don’t waste your time.”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten…” Qian Gongyu looked at her worriedly.
    

    

    
      “Lu Xiaoqi, if not handing over a storage token means I’m a criminal,” Jie Yuanshao spread her palm, showing the storage ring on her finger, “then go ahead and put me on your list of criminals.”
    

    

    
      “Aiya, I feel like I’ve been looked down on by Miss Jie.” Shang Xinlei laughed. “I don’t even have a storage token, not qualified to be a criminal with you all—guess I’ll have to sit at a table with Little Yu.”
    

    

    
      “You all overthink too much. Without conclusive evidence, I can only report the facts truthfully. As for judgment, that’s for the Three Judicial Offices to decide.” Lu Wangji said flatly. “Since you’re not cooperating, let’s proceed with the final inspection—using the Blood-Imprint Mirror to check for traces of the victim’s blood on your bodies.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he pulled out the Blood-Imprint Mirror and aimed it at the four of them, as though merely going through procedure. Jie Yuanshao and the others didn’t take it seriously. They had plenty of blood on them, yes—but all from demons. Before entering Mansu Woodland, everyone had been clean. How could there be any of the victim’s blood—
    

    

    
      Gasp.
    

    

    
      Like a drop of ink falling into water, the onlookers gasped in unison. Shang Xinlei, Jie Yuanshao, and Qian Gongyu turned their heads, staring dumbfounded at Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Under the yellow glow of the mirror, a faint blood-colored mist appeared on Jiang Ten’s clothes. And as Lu Wangji moved the mirror, everyone could clearly see that the mist extended all the way to the corpse on the bed. Such direct evidence made it clear to everyone that the blood on Jiang Ten’s clothing came from the victim himself!
    

    

    
      “Impossible!” Qian Gongyu shouted.
    

    

    
      “There’s definitely something wrong!” Jie Yuanshao said immediately. “I demand a review of this case by the Three Judicial Offices!”
    

    

    
      “If there was blood on her clothes, why didn’t anyone see it this morning?” Shang Xinlei spoke rapidly, like arrows flying one after another. “If she washed the clothes, why not just throw them away and change? A murderer with time on her hands doesn’t bother to change clothes—this makes no sense! Someone’s framing her!”
    

    

    
      “If she didn’t kill him, then why is Luo Weijin’s blood on her clothes?” Lu Wangji asked. “She may have had a token to clean herself, but didn’t expect me to have the Blood-Imprint Mirror and slipped up. Without the mirror, who could have found this evidence?”
    

    

    
      “You’re allowed to raise doubts, but that’s not within my jurisdiction. Jiang Ten is suspected of murdering a noble heir, using vicious methods, showing extreme malice. Now, please step aside—this official must arrest the major suspect Jiang Ten and escort her to Jiangdu for trial!”
    

    

    
      “No!” Jie Yuanshao’s beautiful eyes flared with anger. “This is a setup—Uncle!”
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong sighed and said, “But Jiang Ten’s clothes truly are stained with Luo Weijin’s blood. She is indeed the prime suspect. Even our Jie Family cannot shield someone accused of murdering a noble heir.”
    

    

    
      “But—”
    

    

    
      “Yuanshao, abiding by the law is also a principle of noble families.” Jie Zilong said solemnly. “You may raise objections, investigate, and seek to prove Jiang Ten’s innocence. But you must do so within the bounds of the law, not by defying imperial authority!”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao bit her lip lightly and met her uncle’s gaze from afar, but in the end could only lower her head in silence. “Yes.”
    

    

    
      On the other side, Qian Gongyu clutched Jiang Ten’s clothing, nearly in hysteria. “No, no! This is my clothing! How could it have that guy’s blood… Jiang Ten, you only wore this outfit today!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei asked, “Who had access to your wardrobe?”
    

    

    
      “Wardrobe? Mine’s at the back of the carriage. And we don’t use servants… anyone trying to sneak into our carriage would’ve been noticed by Uncle Lin… Uncle Lin?”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu suddenly froze. She looked around again and again, scanning the crowd, but never found that familiar figure. Her body trembled slightly, hands clutching Jiang Ten’s arm tightly, and then her knees buckled as she fell to the ground.
    

    

    
      “I’m sorry…” she sobbed, tears like pearls falling on Jiang Ten’s hand. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”
    

    

    
      “It was me… our Qian Family harmed you… it’s all my fault. If not for me, you wouldn’t have made enemies with Luo Weijin, and even less…”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, I—I…”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten raised her hand and gently rubbed the tiger ears on Qian Gongyu’s head. Qian Gongyu could hold back no longer and burst into loud sobs, her nose bubbling with snot. Paired with her tiger face, it was almost comical.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei muttered, “Now this is trouble. If the real killer isn’t found, Jiang Ten will be the top suspect. According to the law…”
    

    

    
      “Defying the superior, brutally killing a noble heir, upending hierarchy, employing cruel methods—such crimes are unforgivable.” Lu Wangji’s emotionless voice rang out from afar. “According to the Twelve Jade Laws: execution!”
    

    

    
      “Any who dare resist arrest or flee—kill, without mercy!”
    

    

    
      As dozens of Divine Crossbows aimed at Jiang Ten, the tension in the scene skyrocketed. Noble youths on the fringes began to shout and scream, as if expecting a bloody play to unfold. Shang Xinlei and the others wept or froze in place, no longer knowing what to do.
    

    

    
      At that moment, a cough interrupted the precarious balance.
    

    

    
      “If the Shang Family is willing to vouch for Jiang Ten?”
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      "The Jie Family can also guarantee."
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong followed closely and stood beside Shang Yue: "Our two families can guarantee that Jiang Ten is not the murderer."
    

    

    
      "Young Master Shang, Instructor Jie..." Lu Wangji’s head didn’t move, but his eyes shifted sharply toward Shang Yue, gaze like a hawk’s and a wolf’s, "Do you have the authority to make this decision on behalf of your families?"
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten is not an ordinary person. She has slaughtered nobles, used cruel means, comes from a humble background, and wields the Power of Calamity. She’s a born evildoer. If left unchecked, the consequences will be endless. Are you two families really willing to guarantee her?"
    

    

    
      By the end of his words, his tone had become extremely stern, bordering on a threat.
    

    

    
      "Though the Court is currently ruled by Prime Minister Shang, that doesn’t mean the Shang Family can block out the sky alone." Chen Linchuan also said coldly, "If Jiang Ten were also of noble blood, perhaps it would be different, but she is merely a black-banded commoner and committed such heinous acts. If she is allowed to go unpunished, how are we any different from the brutal Northern Barbarians? No propriety, no morals, no social order—right becomes wrong, and good kills evil. Have you forgotten the chaos of the Five Clans two hundred years ago!?"
    

    

    
      "No need for that," Zhou Ye tried to mediate, "It’s just a murder case, far from being as serious as the Five Clans’ rebellion. Let the Three Judicial Offices handle it. Why argue so fiercely here? Besides, the Five Clans’ rebellion is so long ago. Most young people today don’t even know about it."
    

    

    
      "I recently read the Annals of Taiqing written by my granduncle," Qun Yushu said calmly, "During the Taiqing era of the Jin Kingdom, the aristocracy was flourishing and suppressed martial families. Even Third-Stage Messengers were shunned for their lowly origins and ordered around by nobles. In the end, the five grand military governors split the nation. The noble clans either resisted or merged, and corpses lined the banks of the Lancang River, blood feuds filled the skies. The strong acted wantonly, the weak were slaughtered—neither man nor ghost. Finally, Emperor Taizu of Liang drew his sword to bring peace, established the Nine-Rank System, and linked family rise and fall to merit. That’s what brought one hundred and fifty years of peace."
    

    

    
      "Exactly." Chen Linchuan nodded, "If even noble children with great merit can be casually murdered without consequence, who would trust the fairness of the Nine-Rank System? If bullying the weak is tolerated, who can ensure their own family’s prosperity forever?"
    

    

    
      "Jie Zilong, Shang Yue, as noble families, are you going to take the lead in breaking the code of propriety?"
    

    

    
      Tension erupted between the two sides. The Jie and Shang families wanted to protect Jiang Ten, while the other families and the Court were determined to sentence her to death. All the evidence pointed toward Jiang Ten’s brutal killing of a noble—both moral standing and public sentiment were against her.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu finally stopped crying, though her face was a mess of snot and tears. With her beast-like features, she looked like a dirty little tiger. She tugged at Shang Xinlei’s sleeve and sniffled hard. She didn’t say a word, but her tear-filled eyes pleaded—only the Jie and Shang families could protect Jiang Ten now.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei took a step back and lowered her voice: "They’ve joined forces. The Qun Family, Chen Family, Zhou Family, and Lu Wangji representing the Court. No matter who framed this case, Jiang Ten won’t escape. They’re using this murder to put her to death."
    

    

    
      "I can prove Jiang Ten’s innocence!" Qian Gongyu said hoarsely, "Her clothes must have been dirtied by Uncle Lin—by Lin Yao. If we find Lin Yao, we can prove Jiang Ten was framed!"
    

    

    
      "Let’s not talk about how to find him—how are you so sure Lin Yao is still alive?" Shang Xinlei sighed, "If they’re doing something like this, they’ll leave no loose ends. One dead noble heir isn’t much—it doesn’t even weigh four taels in Jiangnan City. But put it on the scales in this case, and it’s heavier than a thousand catties."
    

    

    
      "The code of propriety is the highest law in Liang."
    

    

    
      "This murder is just an excuse." Jie Yuanshao squatted down and took out a handkerchief to wipe Qian Gongyu’s dirty little face, speaking softly, "Even the Power of Calamity is just an excuse—they just don’t want Jiang Ten to join the Shang or Jie families. They would rather kill her in the cradle."
    

    

    
      "Have you noticed? The path to the personal scoreboard has the most elite guards stationed, even guards from other families are blocking it. They’re trying to stop Jiang Ten from claiming her personal treasure chest." Jie Yuanshao’s voice held a trace of mockery, "They even want to steal Jiang Ten’s treasure chest."
    

    

    
      "But if they think this will make us bow our heads, they’re underestimating the Jie and Shang families." She spoke seriously, "Don’t worry. This is no longer just about Jiang Ten. To others, Jiang Ten has already become one of our own. If we can’t even protect you, where would our families’ honor be?"
    

    

    
      "That’s right." Shang Xinlei’s tone was a bit complicated, "The dignity of noble families is not so easily trampled."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu immediately sighed in relief. If Jie Yuanshao had merely said she would protect Jiang Ten, she might not fully believe it—but if she said their family would protect her for the sake of honor, then Qian Gongyu had no doubts.
    

    

    
      At the level of noble families, honor and reputation were the most valuable assets.
    

    

    
      At that moment, several more squads of soldiers entered the camp. All were elite warriors wielding Divine Crossbows, forming a perimeter around the crowd. Although they didn’t raise their crossbows, the killing intent was thick in the woodland. The noble heirs watching sensed things were escalating. Some quietly slipped away, but more hid in safe corners to continue watching—if the Five Great Families and the Court really clashed here, witnessing such drama was worth getting caught in the crossfire!
    

    

    
      "Lu Wangji, what’s your deal?" Jie Zilong didn’t hold back, calling him by name, "What, are you going to accuse me of murdering a noble too? Given my status, at least Young Master Qun would have to die before you have the right to arrest me."
    

    

    
      "Heh, Uncle Zilong, that joke’s not funny." Qun Yushu raised both hands in mock surrender, "I’ve always respected you."
    

    

    
      "Respect? It’d be one thing if you came to me for a proper negotiation. Even if you bypassed me and spoke directly with the old man, I could accept that. At least show some courtesy before force, right?" Jie Zilong raised his head, unable to contain his fury, "But instead, you just suddenly tell me ‘Jiang Ten is a murderer,’ using rules and propriety to bind us so we can’t act—have you ever respected the Jie Family, you bastard!?"
    

    

    
      "Instructor Jie, calm down." Shang Yue placed a hand on Jie Zilong’s shoulder. He looked at Lu Wangji: "Xiaoqi Lu, what do you say? Even with guarantees from both our families, it’s still not enough?"
    

    

    
      "What law allows your two families to guarantee a traitor who killed her superior?" Lu Wangji said blandly. With hundreds of soldiers present and the backing of three noble families, he had no need to show the Jie or Shang families any face, "If you have no evidence proving Jiang Ten’s innocence, then step aside. I am here to arrest the criminal Jiang Ten. Or are you..."
    

    

    
      "Killing a superior is an unforgivable crime—it is one of the Twelve Jade Laws established by Emperor Taizu of Liang." He stared intensely at them, his voice echoing like a deep abyss, "Do you wish to defy the Jade Laws set by Emperor Taizu himself?"
    

    

    
      The woodland suddenly fell silent. Everyone waited for Shang Yue and Jie Zilong’s reply. Depending on their answer, the soldiers might shift their Divine Crossbows from Jiang Ten to them—no one could defy the laws set by the founding emperor. No one.
    

    

    
      "Huainan Underground Palace Secret Realm." Shang Yue coughed lightly, "If our family names aren’t enough, is this sufficient?"
    

    

    
      Everyone was stunned. He continued, "I pledge the Huainan Underground Palace Secret Realm to the Court for five years. In that time, we will prove Jiang Ten’s innocence. If we fail to produce evidence, the Palace will belong to the Court."
    

    

    
      "What say you?"
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      “Huainan Underground Palace, that’s a Second-Stage Secret Realm! Though I heard its yield is rather average.”
    

    

    
      “Even if it’s average, it’s still a Secret Realm. The Shang Family is really being generous here. What if no evidence is found…”
    

    

    
      “Even with evidence, it’s impossible to retrieve it. How could the Court let go of something already in their hands? The Shang Family is bound to come up empty this time. The Secret Realm is gone, and Jiang Ten won’t get it either.”
    

    

    
      “Hard to say. If Jiang Ten can reach Third-Stage within five years, the Court might not…”
    

    

    
      The atmosphere in Mansu Woodland temporarily cooled down.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji was contacting the Court using his token.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten and the others were also allowed to interact with people from the Jie and Shang Families.
    

    

    
      However, discussions buzzed throughout the camp.
    

    

    
      Shang Yue’s proposal to trade the Huainan Underground Palace for five years to let Jiang Ten become the dominant force in the Woodland became the hottest topic.
    

    

    
      “Big Brother…” Shang Xinlei approached Shang Yue, worried. “Is this really okay? Using the family’s Secret Realm as collateral…”
    

    

    
      “This isn’t just our family’s business,” Shang Yue looked toward Jie Zilong. “Instructor Jie won’t put me in a difficult spot, right?”
    

    

    
      “The price you’ve offered is really steep. I’m not even sure if my old man would agree.” Jie Zilong sighed deeply. “But regardless, we’ll take responsibility for half of the five-year loss of the Huainan Underground Palace.”
    

    

    
      “There won’t be five years. I’m just naming an outrageous price.” Shang Yue shook his head. “The Court might not care much for the Huainan Underground Palace. Without the Shang Family’s battle tactics, they’d be lucky to conquer it once a month. Even if the Court does take it, it’s within the Shang Family’s capacity to endure. With or without that Secret Realm, it doesn’t diminish our strength.”
    

    

    
      The so-called battle tactics referred to the secrets of conquering Secret Realms—how to deploy units and equip tokens for maximum efficiency and minimal casualties—kept as proprietary knowledge by the Secret Realm families.
    

    

    
      “More importantly, if one Huainan Underground Palace can bring us Jiang Ten, then it’s the most worthwhile deal I’ve ever made. I believe even if Father knew I made this decision alone, he wouldn’t blame me.” Shang Yue looked at Jiang Ten and smiled. “First time meeting you, Jiang Ten. Although I’ve read about you from Xinlei’s letters, you truly live up to the name. Your composure and beauty exceeded my expectations.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu excitedly shook Jiang Ten’s hand, nearly losing control from excitement.
    

    

    
      Though she had already seen Qun Yushu, this time, Shang Yue had appeared and immediately offered a Second-Stage Secret Realm like a divine weapon descending from the heavens to shatter the villains’ schemes.
    

    

    
      Coupled with his elegance and appearance—more aligned with the aesthetics of Liang—he instantly became the perfect image of a refined nobleman in Qian Gongyu’s heart, destined to become the subject of her future dreams.
    

    

    
      Shang Yue also noticed Qian Gongyu and smiled. “Miss Qian, your… tiger transformation is also very cute.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu looked like she was struck by lightning.
    

    

    
      She dumbly touched her ears, her face, then her tail, and then hid behind Jiang Ten like a walking corpse, never showing her face again.
    

    

    
      Faced with Shang Yue’s goodwill, Jiang Ten still said nothing, but everyone was used to her demeanor.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei glanced at the personal score leaderboard and asked, “What’s the meaning of this? They’re not letting us claim the personal treasure chest?”
    

    

    
      “You all should be fine, but for Jiang Ten, it’s uncertain,” Jie Zilong said seriously. “They’re set on eliminating her. Jiang Ten must die, and her chest must be seized.”
    

    

    
      “Even if the Court agrees to our conditions, Jiang Ten’s chest likely won’t be fully returned to her.” Shang Yue also agreed with Jie Zilong’s judgment and sighed. “Their frame-up was simply too deadly. I can only try to fight for Jiang Ten’s interests as much as possible.”
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao said, “Though I’m very grateful for Young Master Shang’s help for Jiang Ten, she’ll be joining our Jie Family.”
    

    

    
      “I didn’t know about that.” Shang Xinlei said. “Didn’t Jiang Ten say she’d consider whoever gave her the best offer?”
    

    

    
      “There’s no rush for that decision,” Shang Yue waved his hand. “The Court may not even allow us to take her. Let’s wait until Jiang Ten regains her freedom. Otherwise, wouldn’t we just be taking advantage of her misfortune?”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu couldn’t help but poke her head out and say, “I thought you were only helping because you wanted Jiang Ten to join your family.”
    

    

    
      “If it were anyone else, that might be true,” Shang Yue said with a smile. “But Jiang Ten… Compared to short-term gains, we believe her friendship is more worth pursuing.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t hide his admiration for Jiang Ten’s talent.
    

    

    
      And precisely because of that, he seemed even more sincere in Qian Gongyu’s eyes, restoring her faith in the nobility of bloodlines.
    

    

    
      Even if everything was still for profit, not everyone resorted to underhanded means.
    

    

    
      There were still noble families like the Shang and Jie who valued long-term benefits and acted with integrity!
    

    

    
      Just then, Lu Wangji emerged from the large tent.
    

    

    
      The Woodland fell silent.
    

    

    
      Every gaze turned to this Left Swift Rider Guard.
    

    

    
      Everyone knew the farce of this murder case was now reaching its verdict.
    

    

    
      “Shang Yue,” he asked, “are you sure you want to use the Huainan Underground Palace to guarantee Jiang Ten’s innocence?”
    

    

    
      “On behalf of the Shang Family, I confirm it.”
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji silently scanned the crowd.
    

    

    
      His gaze lingered on Jiang Ten for a long moment before he slowly said, “The Justice Bureau has approved it.”
    

    

    
      “But the five years are reduced to one.”
    

    

    
      “If no evidence is found within a year, the Huainan Underground Palace becomes the Court’s property.”
    

    

    
      “Furthermore, while the death penalty is exempted, punishment must still be served,” he continued. “Until her innocence is proven, Jiang Ten remains a criminal under supervision, without freedom.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that Shang Xinlei and the others wanted to speak, Lu Wangji raised a hand to signal silence and continued.
    

    

    
      “However, considering Jiang Ten’s exceptional talent, and her unprecedented unlocking of Mansu Woodland, His Majesty, moved by her brilliance, has decreed the Northward Garrison to assign her to the Silver Spear Guard, Tenth Battalion.”
    

    

    
      “The Silver Spear Guard’s Tenth Battalion will immediately depart to the Huainan Underground Palace to garrison and conquer the Secret Realm.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and the others immediately let out a breath of relief.
    

    

    
      Being assigned to the Silver Spear Guard's Tenth Battalion to garrison the Huainan Underground Palace was technically a restriction of freedom, but it was also a form of cultivation.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the Shang Family had overseen the Huainan Underground Palace for years— with their assistance, along with her talent and strength, Jiang Ten entering the Secret Realm would be like a fish returned to water, a dragon back in the sea.
    

    

    
      Calling it punishment was more like sending her to temper herself for a year.
    

    

    
      “In addition, there’s another matter,” said Lu Wangji. “The Court found no record of Jiang Ten in the Qian Family’s household register. She’s not a registered guard but a black household. Qian Gongyu, do you admit this?”
    

    

    
      “Ah? Uh…” Qian Gongyu panicked at first, but with encouragement from Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao, she quickly calmed down and nodded. “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Mansu Woodland is open to all citizens of Liang, but excludes black households,” said Lu Wangji. “According to the law, the Qian Family should be held responsible for sheltering a black household, and all of Jiang Ten’s gains from Mansu Woodland should be confiscated.”
    

    

    
      “Unacceptable!” Shang Yue immediately spoke. “There’s no law forbidding black households from registering. Since the Qian Family is willing to take in Jiang Ten, she’s no longer a black household! How can unjust laws be used to seize someone’s spoils?”
    

    

    
      “You didn’t mention this on the first day, or the second, but only now on the third?” Jie Zilong laughed angrily. “Isn’t this just peach-picking?”
    

    

    
      “If there’s no punishment, how can the majesty of national law be upheld?” Lu Wangji said coldly.
    

    

    
      After much argument, Lu Wangji finally compromised, agreeing to confiscate only forty percent of Jiang Ten’s treasure chest gains.
    

    

    
      The remaining sixty percent would still go to Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      As for evaluating the value of the items, Shang Yue and Jie Zilong would oversee it, ensuring Jiang Ten wouldn't be shortchanged.
    

    

    
      Seeing the matter finally about to settle, Qian Gongyu felt a weight lift from her heart and collapsed wearily to the ground, her eyes sore and stinging.
    

    

    
      Sniffling and wiping her tears, she sobbed, “Th-thank you…”
    

    

    
      “Stop crying. Cry any more and you’ll turn into a little tiger again.” Jie Yuanshao squatted down with a smile to wipe her face. “Besides, we’re helping Jiang Ten. Why are you thanking us?”
    

    

    
      “If it weren’t for me, Jiang Ten wouldn’t have gotten involved with Luo Weijin, and wouldn’t have been framed…” She hiccupped through tears. “If you hadn’t helped, I—I—”
    

    

    
      “There, there. It’s okay now.” Jie Yuanshao helped her up. “But from now on, Jiang Ten will be going to the Huainan Underground Palace for a year.”
    

    

    
      “Joining the Silver Spear Guard isn’t hard,” said Shang Xinlei. “For something this small, our two families can help.”
    

    

    
      “I want to go!” Qian Gongyu quickly nodded. “I want to go with Jiang Ten! Oh wait—what about the evidence? Don’t we need to find evidence?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Jie Yuanshao exchanged a glance and smiled. “A year from now, I believe Jiang Ten will already be a powerful messenger the Court wouldn’t dare to ignore.”
    

    

    
      “From the start, this wasn’t about finding evidence. It was about buying Jiang Ten time to grow.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu blinked. “That’s true…”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten,” Shang Yue and Jie Zilong walked over, “let’s go claim your personal treasure chest now. But it’ll be opened jointly by us and Lu Wangji—he won’t let you touch it, since you have a storage token.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t agree.”
    

    

    
      “We’ll just head off th—huh?” Shang Yue hadn’t expected Jiang Ten to reject such a small condition and continued speaking out of habit, only realizing it mid-sentence.
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao, Shang Xinlei, and Qian Gongyu also looked toward Jiang Ten seated in her chair.
    

    

    
      They suddenly realized something.
    

    

    
      Whether it was the Shang and Jie Families vouching for her, Shang Yue offering the Huainan Underground Palace to buy her time, or fighting to retain her chest profits—all throughout, Jiang Ten hadn’t said a single word.
    

    

    
      She calmly watched everything unfold.
    

    

    
      Watched everyone argue around her.
    

    

    
      Watched everyone decide her future.
    

    

    
      She had neither opposed it.
    

    

    
      Nor supported it.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, do you disagree with Lu Wangji acting on your behalf?” Shang Yue asked. “I might be able to get Miss Qian to open the chest instead…”
    

    

    
      “I disagree with all of you dividing my chest. And I also disagree with going to the Huainan Underground Palace.”
    

    

    
      She slowly stood up and walked toward the center of the camp.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong was puzzled. “You don’t want to be tied down by the Silver Spear Guard? But it’s temporary—maybe even just a few months and we can get your freedom back.”
    

    

    
      “That’s right, Jiang Ten,” said Jie Yuanshao. “As for the chest, there’s not much we can do. You really are a black household. The other side is justified. Getting sixty percent is already due to our families’ favor.”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, I know you’re angry about being framed,” Shang Yue said earnestly. “But as the saying goes, ‘The tree that stands out in the forest will be broken by the wind’… It’s precisely because you’re too outstanding that they targeted you. What you need now is to gather strength and develop. Don’t act rashly over temporary gain.”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten…” Qian Gongyu stared blankly at her back.
    

    

    
      The only one who didn’t speak was Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      She quietly glanced at her big brother beside her, whose expression was unpleasant, and understood the unspoken agreement between them.
    

    

    
      Indeed, the factions were split.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji and his side wanted to frame Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Shang Yue and Jie Zilong truly wanted to protect her.
    

    

    
      But sending Jiang Ten to the Huainan Underground Palace for a year of training was a shared idea.
    

    

    
      For Lu Wangji’s side, they couldn’t accept Jiang Ten just joining the Shang or Jie Families.
    

    

    
      With a year’s time, they could all try to win her over.
    

    

    
      For the Shang and Jie Families, Jiang Ten was too proud, too free, and too full of potential.
    

    

    
      Rather than take in someone uncontrollable, it was better to grind down her edge a little.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong and Shang Yue might not know the truth behind the setup, but that didn’t stop them from using this chance to “offer warmth amid the snow.”
    

    

    
      Rather than lure Jiang Ten with a high offer, they’d already given up a whole Huainan Underground Palace, fought the Court for her, and defended her interests without reservation.
    

    

    
      Even if Jiang Ten’s heart were made of iron, such generosity should melt it.
    

    

    
      If Lu Wangji’s group wielded the stick, then Jie Zilong and Shang Yue held the carrot.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei suddenly recalled how noble families would suppress each other’s promising youth—but only to a point, never to the death.
    

    

    
      That way, every noble house always had a steady stream of new blood, growing strong without decay.
    

    

    
      So what would Jiang Ten do?
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten walked toward the center of the camp, gradually drawing everyone’s attention.
    

    

    
      At first, Lu Wangji thought she was going to snatch the chest.
    

    

    
      But seeing the direction wasn’t right, he relaxed—until he noticed her real target and immediately strode forward shouting, “Jiang Ten, why are you approaching the victim’s body?”
    

    

    
      It turned out Luo Weijin’s corpse had remained in the center of camp this whole time.
    

    

    
      With all the arguing and negotiation, they had forgotten to retrieve the body.
    

    

    
      After lying in the forest so long, the corpse was now surrounded by flies, and insects had even crawled into his wounds.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten didn’t respond to Lu Wangji’s question.
    

    

    
      She walked to the corpse and raised her White Iron Straight Blade.
    

    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    

    
      To everyone’s horror, Jiang Ten made a cut on the riddled corpse.
    

    

    
      But unlike the gruesome previous slashes, her stroke was gentle—just lightly brushing the corpse’s eyelid, as if to close his eyes.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji was stunned. “You, you…”
    

    

    
      “You say this person was killed by me.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten said expressionlessly, “That’s right. I killed this man.”
    

    

    
      “You also say that killing a superior is an unforgivable crime.”
    

    

    
      She drew two White Iron Straight Blades from her storage token and held them out, arms extended like a cross.
    

    

    
      “So then…”
    

    

    
      “What are you still waiting for?”
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      Was she insane?
    

    

    
      Countless eyes stared at Jiang Ten, from the noble disciples watching from the outer edges, to the soldiers holding Divine Crossbows, and even those at the camp center such as Lu Wangji. Everyone was stunned by Jiang Ten's sudden action. It was as if, just before the storm had settled, a lone fisherman still drifting on the sea began chanting a mad testimony, summoning a tsunami that blotted out the sky.
    

    

    
      Everything had clearly come to an end. The murder case had been raised high and put down gently. Though she failed to join the Jie Family and the Shang Family, she could still progress further by entering the Huainan Underground Palace Secret Realm. The pressure from the other noble families had been dissolved, and she could claim sixty percent of the rewards from the Mansu Woodland—this could well be called a complete retreat.
    

    

    
      Before this, even without the murder case, many privately believed that Jiang Ten would have to pay a heavy price to leave the woodland. The Qian Family couldn’t protect her. As a commoner, a Black Band, and more importantly, as a weakling, she had claimed the sweetest portion of the Mansu Woodland, like a child recklessly driving a gold-filled carriage down a main street.
    

    

    
      The Liang Kingdom was a nation that valued law above all, but it was not merciful enough to allow the weak to possess power beyond their capability. Power could come from family, connections, or combat ability. Thanks to the presence of the Jie Family’s young lady and the Shang Family’s fourth young miss in Jiang Ten’s team, she had the right to a year of growth and to reclaim sixty percent of the treasure chest’s profits.
    

    

    
      No one felt this was unfair. Even Qian Gongyu believed this to be the case. In this world, there had never been a so-called ‘fairness’ taken for granted. All resources flowed dynamically between the strong and the weak. To be precise, Jiang Ten wasn’t even qualified to claim the treasure chest: as an unregistered citizen, anything she gained on the land of the Liang Kingdom was technically illegal.
    

    

    
      This was a result everyone could accept, even those like Shang Xinlei, who genuinely cared about Jiang Ten, believed there was no way to secure better terms. But none of them had ever considered whether Jiang Ten herself could accept this result.
    

    

    
      Did they truly understand Jiang Ten?
    

    

    
      Life, future, profit, freedom, emotion—just how much did these things matter in Jiang Ten’s eyes?
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, calm down!”
    

    

    
      The ones who stepped in first to stop Jiang Ten were not Lu Wangji or Chen Linchuan, but Shang Yue and Jie Zilong. If there was anyone who could stop this tsunami now, it was likely just the two of them. Thus, Lu Wangji and the others remained silent and allowed them to negotiate with Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      “If you have any dissatisfaction, you can tell us. Don’t ruin everything on your own!” Jie Zilong tried hard to suppress his fury. As the Spear Instructor of Jiangbei Garrison, he was far from a good-tempered man. “If you were framed, just admit it. Do you think acting like this makes you seem arrogant, sober, and above everyone else? Do you know what we call someone like you back in my hometown? A simpleton! How can someone be this foolish!”
    

    

    
      “Jie Instructor, calm down.” Shang Yue placed a hand on Jie Zilong’s shoulder. “You were young once too. Facing injustice, it’s natural for a young person to lose control of their emotions. We may be used to backing down, compromising, and enduring—but for a spirited youth, these are unbearable humiliations.”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, anyone would be angry if they were framed. I understand.” He sighed. “But I hope you can also understand us—they premeditated this long ago. We don’t have the evidence to prove your innocence. We’ve done all we can.”
    

    

    
      “Though we haven’t known each other long, I can see that Xinlei, the young miss of the Jie Family, and the young miss of the Qian Family all regard you as an important friend. I know you’re not afraid of death, not afraid of authority. You’re like a blade that breaks rather than bends. But for your friends’ sake, as your older brother, I beg you—can you swallow your pride, just this once?”
    

    

    
      “Live on, become stronger, then take your revenge.” Shang Yue stepped aside, revealing those behind him to Jiang Ten. “Remember their faces, then take revenge one by one. Your friends will help you. We will help you too.”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, you don’t have to fight the whole world alone. You can trust your friends, trust us. More importantly, you must trust in your own future. Why bother with these petty villains?”
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong’s frustration came from disappointment.
    

    

    
      Shang Yue’s advice came from sincere concern.
    

    

    
      Whether Jiang Ten was convinced remained unknown, but Qian Gongyu and the others had already been swayed. Jie Yuanshao stepped forward past the crowd and grabbed the arm with which Jiang Ten held her blade, her face full of pleading. “Jiang Ten, leave this to us. I swear on the name of the Jie Family, we will see justice done for you.”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten.” Shang Xinlei reached out and pressed down the White Iron Straight Blade, saying, “Just as we trusted you unconditionally in the Mansu Woodland, it’s now your turn to trust us outside.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu said nothing. She had no ability to make any promises. All she could do was bite her lip and look at Jiang Ten, her eyes filled with worry and unease.
    

    

    
      Facing everyone’s concern, Jiang Ten fell silent for a moment before slowly lowering her Long Blade, allowing everyone to breathe a sigh of relief. Yet for some reason, Shang Xinlei felt a sense of loss in her heart.
    

    

    
      She recalled a private conversation she had with Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      ‘Shang Xinlei, unlike you, I have no one I can rely on, nor do I need anyone to rely on.’
    

    

    
      Previously, Shang Xinlei had focused on the first part—‘I have no one I can rely on.’ That was why she so strongly hoped Jiang Ten would join the Shang Family. She believed that with the protection of a powerful faction, Jiang Ten wouldn’t be so reckless or self-destructive, nor be manipulated by people like Yellow Dog, and could look forward to a better future.
    

    

    
      But… what if the real emphasis in Jiang Ten’s words was actually the latter part—‘nor do I need anyone to rely on’?
    

    

    
      Only without attachments could one charge forward unimpeded.
    

    

    
      If the blade had returned to its sheath, who else could it cut?
    

    

    
      The Shang Family, the Jie Family, Jie Yuanshao, Qian Gongyu, and even herself—they had all become a network of connections binding Jiang Ten, forcing this genius who lived on the blade’s edge to consider consequences, the bigger picture, and the future. And they genuinely cared for her, with not a trace of ill intent. Even her elder brother Shang Yue and Jie Zilong had not participated in the plot to frame Jiang Ten. On the contrary, they had sacrificed the yield of a Second-Stage Secret Realm to secure her a year of respite.
    

    

    
      If blame was to be cast, it should be upon Lu Wangji and the others who framed her, or Qun Yushu and his cohort who fanned the flames. But they represented the Court and the other noble families. Jiang Ten was now isolated and weak—should she really throw herself against a stone wall?
    

    

    
      Such was the way of the world. One could only do what one could.
    

    

    
      In truth, could anyone in this world truly be free of reliance? The human world was a vast net, and interests bound everyone tightly. To break free of this web—one must be either a beast, or a god.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten’s confidence was nothing more than the arrogance of a child.
    

    

    

  
    Chapter 69: Take Action

    
      Chapter 69: Take Action
    

    

    
      Many noble descendants were disappointed to see that Jiang Ten had not caused a stir, and some even tried to incite conflict through Qun Yushu. But unlike those underdeveloped scions, Lu Wangji and the others all let out a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      As the saying went, sky-high offers were for show—settlements were grounded. No one truly intended to settle Jiang Ten this way; they only wanted the Jie Family and Shang Family to pay a price. If Jiang Ten truly admitted guilt and submitted to the law, then they would be the ones in trouble—who among them hadn’t committed dirty deeds? Were the Jie Family and Shang Family supposed to be benevolent saints?
    

    

    
      The Liang Kingdom lacked the vendettas and bloody duels of the Northern Dynasties. Aside from the emperor’s wisdom, the key lay in the tacit understanding among noble houses: struggle but don’t destroy. Officials could be demoted, even imprisoned, but never killed. The victor would not drive the loser to extinction, and the defeated always had a sliver of hope. This, along with the Nine-Rank Household Registration System’s upward mobility, was the true cornerstone of Liang’s enduring stability.
    

    

    
      With the murder dispute having settled, the essence of the matter was that the Jie Family and Shang Family were sacrificing the Huainan Underground Palace Secret Realm in exchange for Jiang Ten’s goodwill and a year’s worth of time for her to grow. The Grand Treasure Chest was merely a side item; Lu Wangji’s insistence on including it was more to uncover the chest’s drop list. Jiang Ten had exploited a loophole—being a blacklisted identity—otherwise Lu Wangji wouldn’t have gotten involved.
    

    

    
      “Have you reached a decision?” Lu Wangji waved for a servant to handle Luo Weijin’s corpse. “I’ll report the crime of corpse desecration truthfully.”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, since the Shang Family has secured you a year to find evidence, you’re not the true culprit in Luo Weijin’s murder until proven otherwise. Even if you confess, it’s meaningless unless you provide new evidence confirming it.” He spoke calmly. “Testimonies hold very little weight in the laws of the Liang Kingdom.”
    

    

    
      “To believe that what you say defines the truth—that’s a childish fantasy.”
    

    

    
      For a fleeting moment, Lu Wangji almost believed Jiang Ten was going to strike him dead. Her eyes, usually cloudless and serene, flickered with a chilling malice, as though a grim reaper lurked behind her, baring its cruel grin. But Jiang Ten turned her head soon after, still beautiful, still calm, as if it had all been a paranoid illusion.
    

    

    
      “If it’s childish nonsense, then surely you won’t take it to heart, Swift Rider Lu?” Shang Yue no longer felt like speaking pleasantly. “Jiang Ten is innocent. You, of all people, should understand her emotions best.”
    

    

    
      “She’s innocent for now,” Lu Wangji suppressed his unease and said, “It’s getting dark. Let’s hurry and claim the personal chests.”
    

    

    
      The group walked to the base of the Total Scoreboard. Gazing at the four dazzling golden scores at the top, everyone grew expectant. Since ancient times, the highest personal score in Mansu Woodland had been 15 points. Now, four monsters had emerged with thousands of points—what kind of reward would these chests yield?
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji looked at Jiang Ten, seemingly hoping she would go first, but Jiang Ten turned instead to look at Qian Gongyu.
    

    

    
      “Huh? Me first?”
    

    

    
      Rarely under such spotlight, Qian Gongyu was both nervous and excited. She stepped beneath the Total Scoreboard. The line “Qian Gongyu: 7215 points” extended countless golden threads, as if an invisible deity was weaving a treasure chest for her. The threads formed a golden, dragon-phoenix-engraved chest. Onlookers gasped—it was incomparable to the wooden chests they’d received today. Theirs now seemed like toilet bowls.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu opened her chest. Three rainbow-colored misty orbs floated out.
    

    

    
      The left orb contained a manual titled 《Secret Technique: Thunderous Roar of Tiger and Leopard》.
    

    

    
      The center orb held a pair of boots, shimmering with golden light.
    

    

    
      The right orb contained a token inscribed with the characters ‘Reward the Good, Punish the Wicked’.
    

    

    
      “A secret technique manual?”
    

    

    
      “It’s the ‘Reward the Good, Punish the Wicked’ Token! Mansu Woodland actually dropped one—quick—”
    

    

    
      “Whoa! A Rare Token!”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu reached for the boots. The moment the central orb shattered, the other two orbs burst like bubbles. Hugging the boots lovingly, she giggled, “Heehee! The Qian Family finally has a Rare Token, and it’s boots too! Ah, so you can only pick one.”
    

    

    
      Turning around, she saw everyone frozen in place and asked, “What’s wrong?”
    

    

    
      “Come back first...” Shang Xinlei smiled wryly. “I’ll explain the value of the other rewards later.”
    

    

    
      “I’m taking the chest too—it looks expensive!”
    

    

    
      As Qian Gongyu huffed and puffed to carry the chest away, Jie Zilong turned to look at his niece. Without a word, Jie Yuanshao understood.
    

    

    
      “If there’s a ‘Reward the Good, Punish the Wicked’ Token, I’ll claim it.”
    

    

    
      Her score, “Jie Yuanshao: 8530 points,” also produced a golden chest, but the engravings were more intricate. As Jie Yuanshao opened it, everyone held their breath.
    

    

    
      Three orbs again. Same order: manual, token, and rare item.
    

    

    
      The left orb’s manual was titled 《Secret Technique: Ascending Wind Sword》.
    

    

    
      The center orb contained a golden-glowing sword.
    

    

    
      The right orb held another ‘Reward the Good, Punish the Wicked’ Token.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Jie Yuanshao took the token and handed it to Jie Zilong. He stored it in a storage item, then drew a steel spear. His piercing gaze swept across the crowd, driving off the ill-intentioned onlookers.
    

    

    
      Next was “Shang Xinlei: 8950 points.” Unlike the previous two, her chest lacked the ‘Reward the Good, Punish the Wicked’ Token.
    

    

    
      The left orb’s secret technique was 《Secret Technique: Void-Cleaving Wheel》.
    

    

    
      The center orb held a pair of golden flying rings.
    

    

    
      The right orb contained a token with the characters ‘Treasure Hunt’.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei glanced at her brother. Shang Yue smiled and gestured for her to decide.
    

    

    
      The 《Secret Technique: Void-Cleaving Wheel》 was ruled out first. She already had the Secret Technique: Blood Wheel, enough to ensure her Third Job Change. Though having more techniques was better, they had to suit her needs.
    

    

    
      What did she lack most?
    

    

    
      A Rare Token!
    

    

    
      She had Blood Weapon enhancement materials. With a Rare Token, she could immediately upgrade to a Legendary Token! Though flying rings were niche weapons and the Shang Family’s best only reached Second-Stage Rare Token, she had planned to switch to swordsmanship post-Third Job Change to inherit a Rare Longsword from her clan. But now that she could claim a Rare Flying Ring, there was no need to complicate things.
    

    

    
      As for the third item, the Treasure-Hunting Token, she was ignorant of its use. It might be as valuable as the ‘Reward the Good, Punish the Wicked’ Token, but she had no interest in gambling.
    

    

    
      After Shang Xinlei retrieved the Rare Flying Rings, the camp’s mood peaked. Everyone stared at Jiang Ten, then at the scoreboard:
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten: 11200 points.”
    

    

    
      Over 2000 points higher than Shang Xinlei. A total score exceeding ten thousand!
    

    

    
      What would her chest reveal? A ‘Reward the Good, Punish the Wicked’ Token? A Legendary Token? Or perhaps... a Foundation Pill?
    

    

    
      “As soon as Jiang Ten opens the chest, everyone step back!” Lu Wangji ordered. “The split remains sixty-forty, but we must coordinate our pick!”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, if the chest reward can’t be yours alone, I promise the Shang Family will compensate you with one secret technique and one Rare Token!” Shang Yue pledged. “Whatever technique or token you want, the Shang Family will help you obtain it!”
    

    

    
      “The Jie Family will do the same!” Jie Zilong followed. “Rest assured, we won’t let you suffer. You can return to Mansu Woodland for countless years. We’re not so shortsighted as to rob you here!”
    

    

    
      Facing the excited, anxious crowd, Jiang Ten neither nodded nor shook her head. She simply walked toward the Total Scoreboard.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji followed closely. He genuinely feared Jiang Ten might instantly use a secret technique from the chest—if it contained a Foundation Pill or ‘Reward the Good, Punish the Wicked’ Token, the Court had to secure it!
    

    

    
      Just then, Jiang Ten suddenly turned to him. Her expression was calm, revealing no anger or joy, but Lu Wangji knew she must hate him now. Others may have nudged the scheme, but it was he who framed her and took her reward. One was a matter of life and death, the other of interest—two sure ways to earn vengeance.
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji did feel some anxiety. The rewards in Mansu Woodland were simply too bountiful. Jiang Ten could potentially generate four ‘Reward the Good, Punish the Wicked’ Tokens per year. Every noble family in the Liang Kingdom would bow to her. She was the rising force, the defining power. He, a mere Third-Stage Messenger from a noble house, stood no chance.
    

    

    
      But there was still a year left—enough time for Lu Wangji to ‘fake his death and escape’.
    

    

    
      The Court had established relocation mechanisms for scapegoats like him. By the time Jiang Ten grew unstoppable and sought revenge, he would’ve ‘died in a Secret Realm’, handing over a patsy for the Luo Weijin case to quell her fury. She would then have no target but the other noble houses. The Court would fade neatly from view.
    

    

    
      With that thought, Lu Wangji’s unease dissipated. After all, Jiang Ten was only a First-Stage Messenger. No matter how angry or resentful she was, what could she really—
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      A surge of Vital Energy and Blood erupted mere feet away, like a searing blast wave, forcing Lu Wangji to squint. In that instant, a brilliant Moonring Slash sliced through the night, wreathed in roaring thunder, blooming before his throat!
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      "Jiang Ten! You!"
    

    

    
      "Stop! Stop now!"
    

    

    
      "How can you lay a hand on Lu Wangji!?"
    

    

    
      "She's killing him!"
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji stared at the girl swinging her blade at him in disbelief. He couldn't understand what she was thinking. Had the words of Shang Yue and Jie Zilong not been clear enough? Did she still not understand what was truly good for her? Why must she insist on this momentary sense of righteousness? Why must she try to assassinate him?
    

    

    
      Just with the strength from your Second Job Change?
    

    

    
      Pa!
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten slashed out two consecutive Moonring Slashes, breaking the first layer of Lu Wangji's Heartguard Mirror. Lu Wangji sneered inwardly. Not to mention that the Heartguard Mirror had a total of seven layers of barriers—he could instantly replenish them even if they were broken. With her mere Second Job Change and a First-Stage Broken Blade, even if she exhausted all her Spirit Energy, it was impossible to break through his defense!
    

    

    
      He was a Third-Stage Messenger, a Left Xiaoqi Guard—who could kill him? Who dared kill him?
    

    

    
      To strike without retaliation would be impolite!
    

    

    
      Snake-Shaped Tricky Hand: Hundred-Refined Steel Finger!
    

    

    
      Although the Hundred-Refined Steel Finger was merely a Fourth-Stage Rare Token, through the secret technique Snake-Shaped Tricky Hand, it could unleash 150% of its power, significantly extending its attack range. Lu Wangji's right hand moved without any buildup, transforming into a venomous snake in an instant, striking toward Jiang Ten's head!
    

    

    
      With this move, he would break her Defensive Token and carve a lifelong lesson into her face!
    

    

    
      In that moment, Lu Wangji felt immense satisfaction. Even though he had framed Jiang Ten first, the thought that she held the Mansu Woodland Secret Realm meant she would inevitably become an influential force in Great Liang’s future. Meanwhile, he would be forced to withdraw from the Left Xiaoqi Guard, live incognito for the rest of his life, and constantly worry about Jiang Ten’s revenge.
    

    

    
      The other noble clans supported him only to prevent the Jie Family or Shang Family from seizing Jiang Ten. If she had no allegiances, they would all spare no effort to recruit her at the highest level.
    

    

    
      Even his schemes were merely to secure Jiang Ten's loyalty to the Court.
    

    

    
      The talent to conquer Secret Realms would compel every power to curry favor with her.
    

    

    
      He had struggled from a minor noble scion to this point, only to become a disposable black glove.
    

    

    
      How unjust.
    

    

    
      How cruel.
    

    

    
      How… infuriating!
    

    

    
      A cold glint flashed in Lu Wangji’s eyes. His left hand launched another Snake-Shaped Tricky Hand, targeting the opening in Jiang Ten’s evasion. If she dodged his right hand, his left hand would pierce her throat!
    

    

    
      This was a life-or-death clash, and Jiang Ten had attacked first. Even if he accidentally killed her, no one could blame him!
    

    

    
      But both hands missed. Jiang Ten evaded his attacks with an unbelievable speed, then unleashed four Moonring Slashes in rapid succession—each one striking directly at his throat.
    

    

    
      Two more layers of the Heartguard Mirror shattered. Lu Wangji took a deep breath and instantly restored it back to seven layers. He tried to counterattack, but Jiang Ten was faster, stronger, and more precise in seizing the moment. In just a few breaths, Lu Wangji had been struck more than a dozen times, while he hadn’t even touched her!
    

    

    
      "A Rare-Class profession? No, a Marvel-Class profession!" Lu Wangji was so shocked his voice turned hoarse. "Your Second Job Change Vital Energy and Dexterity… how can it be this strong!"
    

    

    
      Nothing reveals the gap more clearly than real combat. Lu Wangji considered himself a top-tier within the Third-Stage Messengers, yet he was utterly suppressed by Jiang Ten. He couldn’t even catch sight of her movements. Apart from Jiang Ten’s overwhelming advantage in Vital Energy and Dexterity, there was no other explanation!
    

    

    
      This discovery left Lu Wangji both shocked and delighted. Shocked at Jiang Ten's terrifying power, delighted because she was only Second-Stage and only held a First-Stage Broken Blade. If she had a better token, Lu Wangji truly might not be able to withstand her!
    

    

    
      A woman this terrifying cannot be allowed to live!
    

    

    
      She wouldn’t need even a year. As long as she replenished her tokens, she could kill me!
    

    

    
      Murderous intent surged in Lu Wangji’s heart. If it had been optional before, now he had to kill Jiang Ten—otherwise, he would be the one to die!
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong and Shang Yue must not be allowed to interfere. He had to find a chance to have the Divine Crossbowmen unleash a barrage. He had the Heartguard Mirror and feared nothing, but Jiang Ten’s Defensive Token wasn’t that strong—it would definitely be pierced by the Divine Crossbow—
    

    

    
      "Lu Wangji!"
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong’s voice rang out behind him. Damn it, they were about to rush in and stop the fight. If he missed this opportunity, he’d never get another chance to kill Jiang Ten—
    

    

    
      "You’re dying, run now!"
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji froze. Suddenly, his throat felt sweet, and he coughed up blood with a retching sound.
    

    

    
      His Heartguard Mirror was still intact—Jiang Ten could at most break three layers at once. But his throat had unknowingly suffered countless small cuts. And despite his Vital Energy, they couldn’t heal. Finally, the quantitative changes had led to a qualitative one—his throat had been slashed open.
    

    

    
      This was absolute damage that ignored all defenses—Power of Calamity!
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten, stop now!"
    

    

    
      "Divine Crossbowmen, fire!"
    

    

    
      "Don't let her get close to Lu Wangji!"
    

    

    
      Shouts erupted from all directions, everyone trying to stop Jiang Ten. Yet Jiang Ten kept her eyes fixed on Lu Wangji, slashing one blade after another, Moonrings chained together. Even when Jie Zilong stood in front of Lu Wangji, Jiang Ten found a gap and slipped past to continue her assault.
    

    

    
      Stop her, stop her now!
    

    

    
      Lu Wangji wanted to shout, but he could no longer make a sound. He could only keep retreating, hoping someone else would block Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      How dare she kill me?
    

    
      How could she kill me?
    

    
      I am a Third-Stage Messenger, a Left Xiaoqi Guard of Great Liang, I—
    

    

    
      Pa.
    

    

    
      With the shattering sound of a barrier, Lu Wangji suddenly felt time slow down. Everyone's movements distorted, sounds were drawn out so long he could barely hear them. The only things moving normally were Jiang Ten and her blade. She had broken all seven layers of the Heartguard Mirror. The Moonring she slashed out was pure, bright, and gentle, evoking the image of a breeze brushing across the Lancang River on a moonlit night, leaving behind faint ripples.
    

    

    
      Perhaps due to the panic of fleeing, or the lack of oxygen from his ruptured throat, Lu Wangji failed to realize that Jiang Ten could now break through four layers of the barrier with a single strike. She could slash twice in rapid succession, so fast that he had no time to replenish the barrier.
    

    

    
      Whizz.
    

    

    
      The noise, the screams, the chaotic uproar all rushed into Lu Wangji’s ears. He suddenly felt very light, as if he could see his body flying through the sky.
    

    

    
      Or maybe it was his head that was flying.
    

    

    
      As his head hit the ground, the camp gradually fell silent, as if someone had grabbed everyone’s throat and stopped them from speaking. Jiang Ten stood before Lu Wangji’s corpse. She turned to the crowd, her whole body soaked in blood, face expressionless.
    

    

    
      "I killed him." That was her first sentence.
    

    

    
      "But the one who killed Luo Weijin—I’ll give you one chance." That was her second sentence.
    

    

    
      "You, you, and you."
    

    

    
      She pointed at Qun Yushu, Chen Linchuan, and Zhou Ye.
    

    

    
      "Tell me—who killed Luo Weijin?"
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      Chapter 71: Encirclement and Execution
    

    

    
      "She's gone mad."
    

    

    
      "What a pity, such a genius."
    

    

    
      "Lu Wangji had been loyal to the nation all his life, who would’ve thought he’d fall here."
    

    

    
      No one responded to Jiang Ten's words. Lu Wangji’s death didn’t earn her respect—rather, it made the others lose the will to even speak with her. After all, communication was a privilege reserved for people. In their eyes, Jiang Ten was no longer human, just a rabid dog that had gone on a rampage.
    

    

    
      And what rabid dogs deserved were not words, but clubs and butcher knives.
    

    

    
      "Jie Zilong, Shang Yue, are your two families still going to shield this lunatic?" Chen Linchuan’s voice was full of ridicule. "If you two really plan to help her escape, there’s truly nothing we can do."
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong shot a cold glance at Chen Linchuan. When Jiang Ten had hunted down Lu Wangji just moments ago, only he, Shang Yue, and Zhou Ye had truly made an effort. Qun Yushu pretended to lag a step behind and did nothing. Chen Linchuan, however, had deliberately sabotaged their actions, rushing to the front to block their attacks, giving Jiang Ten ample time to deal damage.
    

    

    
      He had to admit, he had underestimated Chen Linchuan. This coarse and reckless soldier, always obscure in the Chen Family's Messenger ranks, actually harbored a deep and calculating mind. The moment Jiang Ten assassinated Lu Wangji, Chen Linchuan had immediately recognized it as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. While everyone else tried to stop Jiang Ten, he had earnestly ‘offered her a helping hand’.
    

    

    
      Not all malice looked like a gleaming blade—it could come cloaked as encouragement in your final moments.
    

    

    
      From the moment Jiang Ten killed Lu Wangji, she ceased to be a worthwhile investment.
    

    

    
      "Old Lu was my friend." Zhou Ye no longer wore his usual friendly smile. With a blank expression, he took out a wine gourd and poured liquor over his long blade, as if offering a tribute to a fallen comrade. "Even if you all refuse to act, I hope you won’t get in my way. Unless—"
    

    

    
      With a fierce swing, his long blade ignited like a firestarter, turning into a blazing Inferno Blade!
    

    

    
      "You want to end up like her? Taste the wrath of the Flame Blade!" His voice was icy, yet his rage flared like fire!
    

    

    
      The Flame Blade might sound unremarkable at first, but everyone near Zhou Ye instinctively stepped back. The searing heat from the blade scorched the wild grass beneath their feet, turning it yellow and withered. It left them stunned—how was Zhou Ye able to control such violent flames?
    

    

    
      "The Eleventh of the Twelve Jade Laws states: aiding or harboring one of the Ten Heinous Crimes warrants the same charge. And the Third Law declares: any who murder a Court official shall be charged with treason. Treason is one of the Ten Heinous Crimes—an unforgivable offense." Shang Yue spoke calmly. "As one of the highest-ranking and strongest in this camp, I cannot stand aside. Besides, the situation has reached a point where I must take responsibility."
    

    

    
      He coughed once, took a plain-looking canteen from his waist, and poured water onto the grass. "I, Shang Yue, shall apprehend Jiang Ten and answer to the Court!"
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong removed his outer robe, revealing the Heartguard Mirror and golden-braced armguards beneath. He glanced at the nearby Jie Yuanshao and shook his head slowly.
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten, I once thought you were a talent. Turns out you're a fool who doesn’t even understand human speech." Jie Zilong said calmly, "The Liang Kingdom is vast—it has room for prodigies, talents, even mediocrities, but no room for fools. I can tell you still believe you did nothing wrong, still think you’re justified to speak arrogantly. That’s what makes your stupidity laughable. The only thing I’m glad about is that you didn’t join the Jie Family, or else you would’ve brought disaster upon us."
    

    

    
      "Jie Zilong, Spear Instructor of the Guangbei Garrison's Imperial Guards, pledges to capture Jiang Ten and seek atonement before the Court!"
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan sneered. He spun his finger, and a massive sword materialized in his hand out of thin air. "Lu Xiaoqi was assassinated in public. I, Chen Linchuan, cannot escape blame. I pledge to capture Jiang Ten and answer to the Court!"
    

    

    
      Of the Five Great Clans in the camp, only Qun Yushu had yet to make his stance known. Noticing the stares from all around, Qun Yushu shrugged helplessly. "I’m only Second Job Change… Even if I don’t help, you can’t blame me, right? …Fine. Qun Yushu, like the rest of you, pledges to capture Jiang Ten and seek forgiveness before the Court!"
    

    

    
      It was over.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten was completely finished.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei felt her left hand tightly grasped. She turned to see Qian Gongyu’s tear- and snot-smeared face. The latter could no longer find words, and like a little tiger, shook Shang Xinlei’s arm with pleading eyes.
    

    

    
      “There’s no way now.” Shang Xinlei shook her head. “Truly, no way left. She killed Lu Wangji in broad daylight—that's declaring war on the Court.”
    

    

    
      “To defy the Court is to defy the Liang Kingdom, the royal family, and the noble clans. Back when the Founding Emperor of Liang established the Twelve Jade Laws, none dared defy them. Do you know why? Because the Founding Emperor was a Sixth-Stage Messenger who swept across his era, and the royal Shao Clan of Liang has always had Foundation realm protectors in every generation. That’s why the Seven Great Clans vowed to uphold the Twelve Jade Laws. The law of the strong is the fate of the weak.”
    

    

    
      “There’s no place left in the Liang Kingdom for Jiang Ten.”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu’s body trembled. Who knew what thoughts ran through her mind—she suddenly wiped her tears, stood up, and just as she did, Jie Yuanshao suddenly tackled her to the ground, choking her before she could react, muffling her with an arm.
    

    

    
      “Tie her up, quickly,” Jie Yuanshao ordered.
    

    

    
      Once Shang Xinlei had firmly bound Qian Gongyu, Jie Yuanshao withdrew her arm and looked down to find deep bloody bite marks. She gasped, “You’ve got quite the bite after transformation.”
    

    

    
      “Let go of me!” Qian Gongyu squirmed on the ground like a caterpillar, crying out, “Why are you tying me up!”
    

    

    
      “To stop you from doing something stupid,” Jie Yuanshao replied. “This… is the only thing we can do for Jiang Ten now.”
    

    

    
      “Xiaoyu, even if you don’t think of yourself, you must think of the Qian Family.” Shang Xinlei asked solemnly, “Are you going to drag the Qian Family to hell with you?”
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu’s sobs gradually softened. Just when everyone thought she had calmed down, she suddenly began to struggle violently again—trying to transform once more! Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei had to press her down together to barely hold her.
    

    

    
      “Qian Gongyu, have you gone mad too!? Do you really want to destroy the Qian Family!? You’ll die!”
    

    

    
      “I’m not mad!” Qian Gongyu sniffled hard, her voice hoarse. “Of course I don’t want to drag the Qian Family down. I dream of restoring the family’s glory. I fear death. Just thinking about the Qian Family falling into obscurity breaks my heart—I don’t even know how I’ll face my father after death. How could I be happy…”
    

    

    
      “But still…”
    

    

    
      “Even so, I don’t care!” The tiger girl screamed at the top of her lungs, “I won’t let her fight alone! Even if it’s just me—I’ll stand with her! Let me go—”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei stuffed a handkerchief into Qian Gongyu’s mouth, preventing her from saying anything more reckless. But as she looked at Qian Gongyu’s tear-covered face, she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy. At least Qian Gongyu could bare her feelings without restraint—but she could not.
    

    

    
      Though she pitied Jiang Ten, she had to protect the interests of the Shang Family. Children of noble families were born into luxury, and naturally, they must bear the corresponding responsibilities. Her eldest brother did, her third brother did—and so did she.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten was beyond saving. The assassination of Lu Wangji had taken them by surprise, but now, with four Third-Stage Messengers encircling her—all noble scions with plenty of Tokens and unending Spirit Jade—there was no one below Foundation level in Liang Kingdom who could resist. Not to mention over thirty soldiers armed with Divine Crossbows.
    

    

    
      If anyone in the world could help Jiang Ten now, perhaps it would be… A shadow passed through Shang Xinlei’s mind. She laughed bitterly to herself—someone like that scoundrel would never risk his life for others.
    

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a scream split the camp. They turned to look, and their pupils shrank in disbelief as they witnessed something unimaginable.
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      "So, are you all choosing to be my enemies?"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing stared at the screen, leaving behind a final ultimatum.
    

    

    
      "Madness."
    

    

    
      "End this quickly. I can't bear to listen any longer."
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten, I originally thought you could be the pillar of the Shang Family... for Xinlei's sake, I’ll let you go peacefully."
    

    

    
      Seeing that not a single enemy on the screen surrendered, Yan Qing twisted his neck, exhaled deeply, and gently rubbed the joystick of the handheld console. His entire being entered a state of focus, and a smile of excitement unconsciously spread across his face.
    

    

    
      The first to attack was Shang Yue!
    

    
      He raised his hand and pointed—immediately, the water stains on the ground turned into six sharp arrows shooting toward 'Jiang Ten'. The water pipe in his hand was evidently a Water Path Token. No wonder he looked drained of vitality—it turned out he was a Water Path Messenger specializing in the soul!
    

    

    
      Even though Yan Qing dodged, the water arrows curved mid-air like festering bones, continuing to pursue. Even if shattered, they instantly reassembled. While not a highly lethal threat on their own, Yan Qing still had other enemies to worry about. Any other Messenger facing this situation would either try to take out Shang Yue first or rely on a Defensive Token to tank the damage. But Yan Qing clearly couldn't do either.
    

    

    
      He had to both fend off other enemies and evade Shang Yue’s water arrows—an almost impossible task. The water arrows followed erratic paths controlled by the soul, and a normal person couldn't possibly perceive in all directions simultaneously. How could one handle both the arrows and the assaults from others?
    

    

    
      Could Yan Qing manage it?
    

    
      Yes!
    

    
      Only he could!
    

    

    
      From the third-person perspective, Yan Qing completely grasped the timing of the water arrow assaults. Jie Zilong’s spear thrusts and Chen Linchuan’s greatsword charged strikes were all flawlessly dodged by him. His focus was fixed on one target—
    

    

    
      ‘Flame Blade’ Zhou Ye!
    

    
      Zhou Ye's face showed both disdain and irritation—disdain that ‘Jiang Ten’ dared confront him, irritation that she dared to confront him first! Without dodging, he countered her two consecutive Moonring Slashes with a Flame Slash!
    

    

    
      Although Yan Qing avoided it, the flame inflicted lingering area damage. Even with evasion, he still suffered burns. A burn debuff immediately appeared on ‘Jiang Ten’s’ health bar. The Guardian Jade Pendant as a Defensive Token didn’t hold for long and quickly entered a dim state after triggering five times. Although a First-Stage Rare Token, it was insufficient in a Third-Stage level battle.
    

    

    
      This was precisely why he had chosen to change classes to Wandering Messenger instead of Blade Messenger—Blade Messenger’s Blur couldn’t dodge wide-range persistent damage. Once injured, its class trait ‘Flawless Blade’ would be nullified, reducing it to a blank-slate class.
    

    

    
      Given the upcoming battles against so many Third-Stage Messengers, Yan Qing naturally had to choose the class that could maximize ‘Jiang Ten’s’ combat strength.
    

    

    
      And in this forest, Wandering Messenger was undeniably the only correct choice!
    

    

    
      Wandering Messenger added 20 base points to Vital Energy and Blood and, combined with its golden trait ‘Woodland Kin’ granting +50 to all attributes, ‘Jiang Ten’s’ vitality had now reached nearly 100. By contrast, Chen Linchuan, Zhou Ye, and the other Third-Stage Messengers probably had only half that!
    

    

    
      Despite being burned, relying on ‘Jiang Ten’s’ resistance and recovery speed, and with Yan Qing outside the screen continuously feeding her Healing Pills, she could barely endure!
    

    

    
      Unlike food, taking pills had no consumption animation and was effectively instantaneous. After all, this wasn’t Monster Hunter or a Soulslike hardcore game. If even taking a potion could be interrupted, the resulting player frustration would be too much.
    

    

    
      Before long, the outer garments on ‘Jiang Ten’ had been burned away, leaving only her undergarments and chest bindings. But in several exchanges, Moonring Slash had already struck Zhou Ye eight times. Each strike stacked an additional 40 damage. Now a single Moonring Slash dealt 360 damage!
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Lu Wangji’s death had made them wary of the threat of True Damage. Yan Qing tried several times to slash Zhou Ye’s neck, but Zhou Ye blocked with his hand each time. Clearly, the tactic of stacking True Damage to trigger ‘Body Part Injury’ wouldn’t work—at least, not against human opponents.
    

    

    
      Even so, it was enough to leave the crowd shocked.
    

    

    
      "Not even one spear hit?"
    

    

    
      "Young Master Shang, your Water Torrent did nothing at all!"
    

    

    
      "Did your greatsword land even one hit?"
    

    

    
      "I knew it! You from the Jie Family and Shang Family are still shielding her! You’re not fighting at full strength!"
    

    

    
      "Nonsense! She assassinated Lu Wangji just now—you’re the one fueling the conflict from the shadows!"
    

    

    
      After prolonged failure, with even hits being rare, frustration mounted. They began blaming each other, trying to shift the blame by accusing others of slacking off. Otherwise, how could someone statistically weaker be beating them so soundly?
    

    

    
      "Enough!" Zhou Ye shouted. "Can’t you see? This lunatic is a once-in-a-millennium battle genius! Go all out, or we’ll be utterly humiliated! Don’t worry about friendly fire—we all have Defensive Tokens, and hers has already been burned to pieces!"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing knew trouble was coming. Sure enough, the intensity of the onslaught suddenly ramped up, and evasion alone was no longer enough. He had to start using his weapon to block. But blocking reduced the Token’s durability. The White Iron Straight Blade was a First-Stage Token—it couldn’t take many hits!
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yan Qing saw Zhou Ye take out a Spirit Jade from his Storage Ring. He immediately redirected the Moonring Slash toward Zhou Ye’s wrist!
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ye’s Heartguard Mirror blocked the Moonring Slash, the True Damage still applied, shattering the Spirit Jade in his hand. Zhou Ye’s expression changed, and instead of dueling directly with Yan Qing, he ducked behind others. But Yan Qing pursued relentlessly—even if injured, he would destroy Zhou Ye’s Spirit Jade!
    

    

    
      "How is her Spirit Energy not depleted yet?" Chen Linchuan couldn’t help but ask, "I didn’t even see her absorb any Spirit Jade!"
    

    

    
      "Even if she specializes in the soul, after using so many Tokens, she should have run out of Spirit Energy..." Jie Zilong was also filled with disbelief. "What on earth is going on with her?"
    

    

    
      Had they finally noticed?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had long observed that in this world, everyone—including himself—had to take out Spirit Jade to replenish Spirit Energy. But game characters were different. In the game, Spirit Jade functioned like a blue potion that could be consumed instantly with a single press. As long as Yan Qing pressed the hotkey, the Personal Storage would consume Spirit Jade and rapidly restore the game character’s Spirit Energy.
    

    

    
      The difference was vast—comparable to ‘having a potion animation’ versus ‘instant consumption’. Because of this subtle distinction, Yan Qing could employ tactics that would never appear in The Messenger—like interrupting the opponent’s potion timing!
    

    

    
      As long as Yan Qing kept shattering Zhou Ye’s Spirit Jade and prevented him from replenishing Spirit Energy, Zhou Ye would no longer be able to maintain the defense of his Heartguard Mirror!
    

    

    
      But after all, his opponent was human—not some mindless monster. After several failed attempts, Zhou Ye began placing the Spirit Jade into another pocket to absorb it. Even if Yan Qing could use True Damage to slash open the pocket, he couldn’t cut through Zhou Ye’s palm to destroy the Spirit Jade inside.
    

    

    
      Two points of True Damage—far too weak.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Under the joint blockade from Shang Yue and Jie Zilong, Yan Qing had no route of escape and was forced to block Chen Linchuan’s greatsword head-on. The White Iron Straight Blade finally shattered with a deafening crack, and ‘Jiang Ten’ was struck by the greatsword, leaving a horrifying wound—nearly severing half her shoulder.
    

    

    
      Seeing ‘Jiang Ten’ wordlessly discard the broken blade and draw a new straight blade to continue fighting, as though the shoulder wound had no effect on her, the crowd—who had just been invigorated by finally injuring ‘Jiang Ten’—now looked grim, even… fearful.
    

    

    
      They themselves found it unbelievable. As Third-Stage Messengers, as nobles of great clans, they were actually afraid of a young girl with no foundation, no backing, and even poor Token setup.
    

    

    
      "She’s more demon than demon," Chen Linchuan muttered.
    

    

    
      No one spoke. The assault intensified further, Spirit Energy was burned like it cost nothing, and the outburst of Spirit ripples stirred waves of gales throughout the camp.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      The second White Iron Straight Blade also broke. This meant the stack count of Moonring Slash that Yan Qing had been building was now interrupted. Rebuilding the stacks would cost both time and effort, and under their violent bombardment, the White Iron Straight Blade would likely break again before the stacks could accumulate.
    

    

    
      But Zhou Ye and the others didn’t know this.
    

    

    
      All they could see was that ‘Jiang Ten’s’ Spirit Energy seemed bottomless, her Tokens seemingly endless. But their Spirit Energy was not infinite either. They only carried a few thousand Spirit Jade—not one of them had tens of thousands.
    

    

    
      Once they ran out of Spirit Jade...
    

    

    
      It was as though a venomous viper licked the back of their necks—fear and killing intent seeped through their pores and into every inch of their bodies. They had never faced such an eerie opponent, never witnessed such terrifying talent. All they knew was—they never wanted to meet this person again.
    

    

    
      If they had previously fought for gain, for revenge, for their families, now—they wanted to kill Jiang Ten for their own sake.
    

    

    
      This world could not tolerate such a terrifying anomaly!
    

    

    
      "Qun brat!" Zhou Ye shouted. "How long do you plan to keep hiding!"
    

    

    
      At this point, Qun Yushu had already retreated to the soldiers’ side and replied with a bitter smile, "Elder Zhou, you know my Token—I couldn’t find the right opportunity to sync with you all..."
    

    

    
      "Then we’ll sync with you! If you miss, don’t blame us for showing no mercy!" Zhou Ye roared. "We go in together! Don’t give her a chance to dodge!"
    

    

    
      Qun Yushu sighed and raised his hand. "Divine Mechanism Camp, prepare—aim—"
    

    

    
      At the same time, Zhou Ye, Jie Zilong, and Chen Linchuan blocked all escape routes for ‘Jiang Ten’, and Shang Yue’s water arrows sealed all gaps, ensuring there was no way out!
    

    

    
      "Fire!"
    

    

    
      In an instant, thirty-six Divine Crossbows were released simultaneously. But with a snap of Qun Yushu’s fingers, every bolt froze in mid-air—as if the gods had halted time. Yet the bolts still retained their launching force; the coexistence of extreme speed and absolute stillness would make any normal person dizzy and nauseated if they observed too closely.
    

    

    
      "Strike!"
    

    

    
      With a single point from Qun Yushu, all bolts instantly adjusted their trajectory, redirecting toward ‘Jiang Ten’s’ location. No wonder he said he couldn’t sync with Zhou Ye and the others—against other opponents it might be possible, but against a Messenger like ‘Jiang Ten’, a dancer of the battlefield, his tactic which needed one or two seconds of setup was far too easy to evade.
    

    

    
      But conversely, when given adequate preparation time, the explosive power he unleashed was something even Third-Stage Messengers could not match.
    

    

    
      Thirty-six Divine Crossbow bolts—enough to instantly shatter even Third-Stage Defensive Tokens!
    

    

    
      "Hit!"
    

    

    
      It was finally coming to an end.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ye, Jie Zilong, Chen Linchuan, and Shang Yue all exhaled in relief.
    

    

    
      At this point, they even felt a pang of regret. Zhou Ye and Chen Linchuan were no exceptions. Let alone meeting someone like her—they hadn’t even read about a person like ‘Jiang Ten’ in books. Not even the Martial Emperor who once unified the Central Plains, or the Thorn Taoist who challenged the world with his sword—those legends had extraordinary talent in youth and many fortuitous encounters, but they still fell within the realm of comprehension.
    

    

    
      But to face four Messengers through evasion alone, wield near-infinite Spirit Energy, act recklessly without fear of death... their world was not yet vast enough to contain such a ‘person’.
    

    

    
      They didn’t even want to know Jiang Ten’s secret, because any one of her secrets could cause a clan to rise—or be destroyed. They were already among the Seven Great Clans of Great Liang; there was no need to take such a risk.
    

    

    
      Just die here, Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Take your mysterious past, your abilities, and your dignity, and be buried forever beneath this grassland.
    

    

    
      “No other choice.”
    

    

    
      As a sigh echoed both outside and inside the screen, the encirclement of Zhou Ye, Jie Zilong, and Chen Linchuan was instantly shattered. A shockwave blasted all of them away, and the thirty-six crossbow bolts also stopped seven steps short of ‘Jiang Ten’.
    

    

    
      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!
    

    
      Along with the previously discarded White Iron Straight Blades, all four lay shattered on the ground. The orange light once inside their blades now converged into the long blade raised high in ‘Jiang Ten’s’ hand. It was only then that the crowd realized—what she held was no longer an ordinary straight blade, but a lavish and exquisite long blade, adorned with carved dragons and phoenixes, glowing in a brilliant orange-red hue.
    

    

    
      Inscriptions were etched on both sides of the blade. On the left: “All conditioned dharmas are like dreams, illusions, bubbles, shadows.” On the right: “Like dew, like lightning—thus should you contemplate them.”
    

    

    
      Among everyone present, no one recognized this blade. After all, it had been the saber of the Founding Emperor of Zhou, and even within the Zhou Kingdom, only a few had ever admired this famed weapon up close.
    

    

    
      Except for Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      ‘Jiang Ten’ stood in place and swung the long blade. Though Zhou Ye and the others didn’t understand what she was doing, they immediately dodged. In that moment, her long blade extended into a thirty-meter blade light, slicing across dozens of steps like a sickle harvesting crops—one strike severely injuring all the soldiers of the Divine Mechanism Camp!
    

    

    
      Screams instantly echoed through the camp. The Divine Mechanism Camp soldiers, lacking Defensive Tokens, could never block such a dazzling blade light!
    

    

    
      “What... what kind of Token is that?” Jie Yuanshao murmured. “I’ve never seen a Token this powerful.”
    

    

    
      It’s my first time too, thought Shang Xinlei. She had always known it was formidable, but never imagined it would be this formidable.
    

    

    
      Bingzi Pepper Forest!
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      Known: Game characters can store items in the Public Storage.
    

    

    
      Known: In "The Messenger", Yan Qing was identified as one of the game characters.
    

    

    
      Then, could Yan Qing store items in the Public Storage and exchange them with other game characters?
    

    
      The conclusion was yes.
    

    

    
      It did not take Yan Qing much time to test the specific method. First, he had to know all the information about an item. For instance, with a piece of Roasted Lamb Leg, he needed to know the producer, production time, freshness, satiety increase, and most importantly—the system remark of the Roasted Lamb Leg.
    

    

    
      In short, it was the item description displayed for the Roasted Lamb Leg in "The Messenger".
    

    

    
      Then, while recalling the information of the Roasted Lamb Leg, he had to touch it and say, “Store the Roasted Lamb Leg into the Public Storage.”
    

    

    
      After completing these steps, the Roasted Lamb Leg would be transferred into the Public Storage.
    

    

    
      Although discovering this function was a great breakthrough for Yan Qing, if one were to draw an analogy, it was comparable to a primitive man millions of years ago discovering gravity after being struck on the head by an apple. Its practical significance was about the same—virtually none. He had hoped he could retrieve items from the storage just like other game characters. If that was not possible, then at least being able to transfer any item into storage meant he wouldn’t need a sack to rob from the rich and give to the poor. A simple touch, and everything would be cleared out cleanly.
    

    

    
      But transferring items required knowing the item's information. The rest might be guessed, but Yan Qing suspected that the "system remark" was something randomly generated by the developers using AI. Some were domineering, some sinister, some foolish, and some downright bizarre. Who would have thought that the system remark for the Roasted Lamb Leg was ‘a rare delicacy craved by Gray Wolf’?
    

    

    
      This meant the items Yan Qing could store in the Public Storage must have already been touched by other game characters; otherwise, he would not know their detailed information.
    

    

    
      But if other game characters had already interacted with the items, why wouldn’t they just store them in the storage themselves?
    

    
      Yan Qing felt like he was squatting in a public restroom and found there was no toilet paper. To buy some, he had to pull up his pants and go out, but once he pulled up his pants, there was no need for the paper anymore.
    

    

    
      This redundant function only became valuable to Yan Qing after obtaining the Bingzi Pepper Forest. After he enfeoffed the White Iron Straight Blade through Bingzi Pepper Forest, he could directly store it into the Public Storage and hand it over to ‘Ye Si’ and ‘Jiang Ten’. When necessary, Yan Qing could also use the Public Storage to hand over Bingzi Pepper Forest to the alternate characters, since the Thieves' House had already displayed the item information of Bingzi Pepper Forest to him.
    

    

    
      What was such a necessary moment?
    

    
      It was now.
    

    

    
      Right at this very moment.
    

    

    
      I know that Shang Yue and the others must think I’m a fool, a mad dog, a violent thug who relies on his strength to act recklessly. I also know that even if Shang Yue and Jie Zilong were offering timely help, they genuinely wanted to assist me and invest in my future. And I understand that compromise only benefits me, never harms me; I could gain even more, and gain what suited me better.
    

    

    
      But I was still furious.
    

    

    
      They might have thought I was merely angry for being framed, but my anger went far beyond that. My rage stemmed from that broken corpse, from Qian Gongyu’s family servant Lin Shu who took part in framing me—these were the true sources that ignited my fury.
    

    

    
      I had led a stranger to be killed, just because I had the motive to murder him.
    

    

    
      I had caused Qian Gongyu’s servant to flee, just because he had the means to frame me.
    

    

    
      Of course, I knew the mastermind was someone else. I was merely a victim and had no need to feel guilty. But I could not stop my conscience from aching faintly, like the shame of causing the whole class to stand in military posture during training.
    

    

    
      I did not think I had done anything wrong, yet two strangers' lives were overturned because of me.
    

    

    
      I did not kill Boren, yet Boren died because of me.
    

    

    
      It was truly humiliating. Even while hiding behind the mask of ‘Jiang Ten’, I could feel my face burn with shame. But it was also because I was wearing the mask of ‘Jiang Ten’ that I could express my true thoughts, no longer bound by education, society, or reason.
    

    

    
      My belief was the same game principle I always followed—
    

    

    
      Shame must be washed away with blood, and conscience must be reforged with a sword.
    

    

    
      When I play the game, keep quiet.
    

    

    
      Heaven’s Veil, activate.
    

    

    
      "Effect · Heaven’s Veil: Even if you stand alone, you can shake the heavens and the earth!
    

    
      You must expend all your current Spirit Energy to activate Heaven’s Veil. Once activated, all enfeoffed weapons within a fifty-meter radius will be destroyed. Your wounds will instantly heal, and you will release a shockwave to repel nearby enemies and flying projectiles.
    

    

    
      Your attacks can unleash a Heaven’s Veil Blade Light ranging from three to thirty meters in length. The damage ranges from ten to seventy percent of your base damage—the farther the distance, the lower the damage. You can adjust the length of the Heaven’s Veil Blade Light.
    

    

    
      Heaven’s Veil lasts for ten seconds.
    

    

    
      For every enfeoffed weapon within fifty meters, your base attack power increases by 50 points, and the duration of Heaven’s Veil is extended by three seconds."
    

    

    
      Before the effect of Heaven’s Veil ended, you would be in the 'Unshakable' state, making it difficult for any displacement, stun, or interruption effects to affect you.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten raised Bingzi Pepper Forest, exhaling a long breath of white mist like a deity releasing a sword pill. This was because the temperature dropped at night in Mansu Woodland, and her Vital Energy and Blood were abundant, causing her breath to mist like that of an immortal.
    

    

    
      "Legendary Token...?"
    

    

    
      Zhou Ye, Chen Linchuan, Jie Zilong, and Shang Yue looked at Jiang Ten, their expressions a mix of suspicion and astonishment. Clearly, they were the ones besieging Jiang Ten, but at this moment, they hesitated and did not dare to approach, as if the positions of enemy and ally had been reversed.
    

    

    
      With a loud bang, Jiang Ten stomped into the grass, forming a deep pit as she charged like a war chariot, like iron cavalry. Bingzi Pepper Forest extended a three-meter-long Heaven’s Veil Blade Light, brilliantly illuminating the forest!
    

    

    
      "Stop her!" Zhou Ye slashed out a flame blade mist and roared.
    

    

    
      She couldn't be stopped!
    

    
      Jiang Ten swung Bingzi Pepper Forest, and the Blade Light sliced through everyone like a ribbon. Even though their Heartguard Mirror barriers could block the Blade Light’s damage, the Blade Light instantly reformed the moment it shattered. Even their attacks were neutralized by the Blade Light.
    

    

    
      The so-called strength in numbers meant nothing before a Legendary Token.
    

    

    
      Yet everyone revealed pleased expressions.
    

    

    
      "Her Token may be high-grade, but its strength is very low!" Chen Linchuan quickly said, "Its lethality is at most Second Job Change level—it can't possibly break the defense of the Heartguard Mirror!"
    

    

    
      "And her state can’t last long," Jie Zilong also noticed an important detail, "The orange-red glow on her body is steadily fading. Such a powerful state surely has a time limit!"
    

    

    
      "Stall her! Stall until her Legendary Token wears off. Then we’ll have one more Legendary Token as loot!"
    

    

    
      Everyone was invigorated. In their eyes, Jiang Ten was already a spent force, a trapped beast fighting back. The Legendary Token was her final trump card, but it was insufficient to turn the tide of her predicament!
    

    

    
      But such naive thoughts were soon utterly shattered. Zhou Ye fled the battlefield in panic, constantly dodging, his expression both furious and terrified as he cried out loudly, "Help me block her! I need to replenish my Spirit Energy!"
    

    

    
      Zhou Ye, who could barely hold on just moments ago, now could no longer withstand her.
    

    

    
      Their judgment wasn’t wrong—Jiang Ten’s attacks were at most Second Job Change level. Breaking the Heartguard Mirror's defense required at least six slashes, but the problem was—Jiang Ten could unleash six slashes in just two seconds.
    

    

    
      This was different from before. Previously, Jiang Ten relied on Moonring Slash for output, and Moonring Slash had a wind-up period. Coupled with the need to dodge constantly, even wielding two White Iron Straight Blades, she could only slash twice per second, and would need one or two more seconds before she could strike again.
    

    

    
      But now, wielding Bingzi Pepper Forest, her normal attacks could unleash Heaven’s Veil Blade Light. And since she wielded the blade with both hands, her advantages of high Vital Energy and Blood and high Dexterity were fully maximized. Three slashes per second were easily achieved. Combined with the 'Unshakable' state granted by Heaven’s Veil, Jiang Ten could choose not to dodge and gain more time for output, relying on high Vital Energy and Blood and potions to withstand damage—since their attacks couldn’t interrupt her offense at all!
    

    

    
      In truth, Jiang Ten didn't take much damage, because the Blade Light canceled out most of it. Instead, under her six-slash burst every two seconds, Zhou Ye and the others’ Heartguard Mirror defenses rapidly depleted, forcing them to spare moments to replenish Spirit Energy. With this ebb and flow, the battlefield tilted in Jiang Ten’s favor.
    

    

    
      Those around were dumbfounded. Many had been frightened into wanting to flee because the Divine Crossbow Battalion soldiers were severely injured, but the scene before them made it impossible to look away—four Third-Stage Messengers were actually being chased and hacked down by one Second-Stage Messenger, too afraid to even turn and fight.
    

    

    
      Strength and weakness were reversed.
    

    

    
      "Qun Yushu!" Zhou Ye shouted in near panic, "Are you just going to stand there and do nothing!?"
    

    

    
      With a helpless sigh, a blue chain linked the four of them together. The damage Jiang Ten inflicted on Zhou Ye was now distributed among the others, greatly reducing Zhou Ye’s pressure.
    

    

    
      However, Qun Yushu spurted two streams of foul blood from his nose, his face pale as he knelt on the ground and hurriedly pulled out Spirit Jade to replenish his Spirit Energy. The representative Token of the Qun Family was indeed the most functional in the Great Liang, but the cost was the simultaneous consumption of both Spirit Energy and life force. Linking four Third-Stage Messengers nearly cost Qun Yushu half his life.
    

    

    
      Facing Jiang Ten, they all brought out their trump cards—but to no avail!
    

    
      The moment Jiang Ten noticed they were sharing damage, the Blade Light of her long blade extended to ten meters, ensuring each slash struck all four of them! The shared damage now became a death sentence. If previously Jiang Ten could only deal 200 damage to Zhou Ye, then now a single slash would deal 200 × 0.3 (the ten-meter Blade Light attenuation factor) = 60 damage. But due to damage sharing, each person would additionally suffer 60 × 0.25 (four-person share) × 4 (all four hit) = 60 damage, meaning each took 120 damage, and the total damage dealt was 480!
    

    

    
      This was undoubtedly drinking poison to quench thirst—using more than twice the Spirit Jade to keep Zhou Ye alive. But everyone insisted, thinking that if they could just endure until Jiang Ten’s Legendary Token expired, the battle would turn around—
    

    

    
      But Zhou Ye could no longer hold on.
    

    

    
      To maintain his defensive barrier, his Spirit Energy was nearly depleted. Since the battle began, Jiang Ten had relentlessly targeted him alone, breaking two White Iron Straight Blades in the process. Zhou Ye had previously scoffed at such arrogance, but now he was finally paying the price for underestimating her.
      Once the Heartguard Mirror's defensive barrier was completely shattered, it would enter a cooldown period of at least five seconds, during which it could not activate. Even if there were no cooldown, he would not have enough time to absorb Spirit Jade to replenish his Spirit Energy.
    

    

    
      The advantage accumulated over countless moments in the past had finally turned into victory at this moment.
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten!" Zhou Ye forcibly suppressed the terror in his heart and roared sternly, "Are you really going to offend us, offend the Heads of the Seven Great Clans, and offend the Court of Great Liang!?"
    

    

    
      "You’ve already proven your strength. If you stop now, there might still be a chance for forgiveness!"
    

    

    
      "Don’t think defeating us means anything. Great Liang commands a hundred thousand elite soldiers, countless Messengers, Foundation Messengers guarding its ranks. If you stand against the Court, you’ll have nowhere to run, no place to hide!"
    

    

    
      "You—"
    

    

    
      Pa!
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten's Bingzi Pepper Forest swept out a radiant Blade Light, completely shattering Zhou Ye’s Heartguard Mirror barrier. Witnessing this, everyone held their breath, like onlookers at a public execution, waiting for the bloody moment to unfold.
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten!"
    

    

    
      "Stop, we can still negotiate!"
    

    

    
      "You mustn't—"
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong and the others all cried out, yet Zhou Ye remained silent. He had raised his blade to avenge his friend. His earlier outburst was his final survival instinct as a man, but now, he only wished to preserve the last shred of dignity for the Zhou Family.
    

    

    
      He swung his Flame Blade, unleashing a final blaze across the battlefield!
    

    

    
      But how could fire possibly contend against Blade Light?
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten brushed past him, and Bingzi Pepper Forest slashed down in a Kasaya-style cut, nearly slicing Zhou Ye in two. Screams echoed through the camp, many wailed in grief, faces pale with fear.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ye was dead.
    

    

    
      The Zhou Family’s Third Elder, the External Affairs Supervisor of Baicao Garden, former lecturer at White Deer Cave Academy—Zhou Ye—had perished in Mansu Woodland. Though he had no official post in the Court, Zhou Ye was known for his kindness and broad connections. In Jiangnan City, he was among the foremost figures, with close personal ties to many noble families and had secured much support for the Zhou Family.
    

    

    
      In Jiangnan City, his death would be enough to shake the great clans and even prompt inquiries from the palace.
    

    

    
      But here, his death didn’t even mark an end.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten showed no hesitation. The orange-red glow on her body had already faded by half, and with the time remaining, it was enough to kill one more.
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      “Me?”
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan looked at Jiang Ten charging toward him and couldn’t help but sneer. “So I was underestimated after all.”
    

    

    
      Though he spoke with disdain, Chen Linchuan’s expression was extremely grave.
    

    

    
      No matter how arrogant one might be, seeing Jiang Ten slay Zhou Ye while surrounded by the crowd would make anyone face such a terrifying opponent with utmost caution.
    

    

    
      In the past, Chen Linchuan had read in historical records about warriors seizing enemy generals’ heads amidst thousands of troops, and he always believed those were merely Messengers overwhelming ordinary mortals. Between equally matched strengths, how could such disparity exist? But starting today, he might need to change his old beliefs.
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten, if you had grown further, perhaps you could have become the one-against-ten-thousand of the Liang Kingdom!” Chen Linchuan swung his greatsword to counter Jiang Ten’s assault. “But you no longer have that chance. You’re too arrogant, arrogant to the point this world has no place left to hold you.”
    

    

    
      “You stand against the Court, against the noble clans—everyone on this land is your enemy!”
    

    

    
      “If this is the result you desire, then die satisfied!”
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan attempted to shake Jiang Ten’s resolve with words, trying to provoke her into refuting him, so as to buy time until the Legendary Token expired. However, Jiang Ten remained as silent as a gravestone, her hands steady as a mountain, her blade swift as lightning. Even the calmest warrior Chen Linchuan had ever seen would appear immature and impulsive before her.
    

    

    
      His spirit energy was nearly depleted. Chen Linchuan stepped back and drew out a Spirit Jade from the storage token—
    

    

    
      Crack!
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten’s blade light fell. Though it didn’t pierce through the Heartguard Mirror’s shield, the Power of Calamity was enough to shatter the Spirit Jade!
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Linchuan knew he was in danger.
    

    

    
      Unlike Zhou Ye, he had to wield his greatsword with both hands, so the act of retrieving a Spirit Jade was extremely conspicuous. Jiang Ten, who had been watching him closely, wouldn’t give him such an opening. He could no longer stall for time using Spirit Jade and defensive tokens as he did earlier.
    

    

    
      Half his spirit energy remained. Jiang Ten’s Legendary Token seemed to have a quarter of its time left. What came next—
    

    

    
      Would be a clash between life and death.
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong noticed that Chen Linchuan had changed his combat style—no longer playing it safe, but charging forward with fierce determination to engage Jiang Ten directly. A brief thought told him the reason, and he called out, “Chen Linchuan, I’ll create an opening for you—”
    

    

    
      “There’s no such opening,” said Chen Linchuan. “Jiang Ten won’t give us that kind of chance. Running would only bring shame and is utterly meaningless.”
    

    

    
      "Honestly, we've already lost all our dignity. A group of Third-Stage Messengers forced to such a state." He couldn't help but sigh. "Don’t worry, I’m the steel fortress of the Chen Family—how could I possibly fall here?"
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan was not exaggerating. Unlike the others, his token Long River Greatsword inherently possessed a defensive effect. The fiercer his attacks, the less damage he took from enemies—bearing an uncanny similarity to Jiang Ten’s blade light. He had always been the type to balance offense and defense. It was only because of the terrifying aura Jiang Ten exuded when she activated her Legendary Token that Chen Linchuan, unaware of the details, had prioritized defense.
    

    

    
      Now that his fighting spirit had been ignited by Jiang Ten, Chen Linchuan only grew more fluid in battle. He even felt the long-immovable bottleneck beginning to crack, as his greatsword technique approached a new peak. Indeed, battling countless lesser foes could never compare to clashing with a true expert.
    

    

    
      Judging by the current situation, Jiang Ten’s Legendary Token would expire before his spirit energy ran dry. Chen Linchuan believed that as long as he fought steadily, Jiang Ten would have no chance at all.
    

    

    
      However, he wasn’t the only one improving during the fight.
    

    

    
      After battling a Third-Stage Messenger for so long, and with the comprehension granted by the Woodland Kin, Jiang Ten’s blade technique finally underwent a qualitative transformation. Her blade suddenly split into three shadows, and the blade light likewise divided into three segments, instantly shattering the remaining half of Chen Linchuan’s Heartguard Mirror barrier!
    

    

    
      "Shadow-Split Blade!"
    

    

    
      "A secret technique!"
    

    

    
      Jie Zilong and Shang Yue cried out in unison, disbelief all over their faces.
    

    

    
      Secret Technique: Shadow-Split Blade—one of the strongest secret techniques for Blade Messengers. Its effect was brutal yet practical: it turned a single attack into three!
    

    

    
      But a secret technique... many Second-Stage Messengers might never master one in their entire lives. Even for the two of them, it had taken years of instruction from their family elders after their Second Job Change to learn such techniques, and it had cost them no less than three years.
    

    

    
      And Jiang Ten had only just undergone her Second Job Change today!
    

    

    
      Any secret technique could greatly amplify the power of a token. With this insight, Jiang Ten had already gained the qualification to kill a Third-Stage Messenger!
    

    

    
      Once the Heartguard Mirror shattered, it would take at least five seconds to reform. When Chen Linchuan saw Jiang Ten's triple-shadow blade, he knew one of his feet had stepped into the underworld.
    

    

    
      Death.
    

    

    
      Am I going to die?
    

    

    
      All the sounds from the outside world disappeared. It felt as if only black, white, and the blood-red image of Jiang Ten remained in this world. Chen Linchuan could hear his own heavy breathing, the thumping of his heart, the flow of blood through his veins, even the sound of his hands gripping the sword hilt.
    

    

    
      His mind was void of fear, void of the shame of being defeated by a ‘weaker’ opponent, void of the unwillingness a ‘stronger’ one might feel—only the moments and seconds of him wielding the greatsword over decades remained.
    

    

    
      He recalled a supreme greatsword secret technique that was rumored to be passed down from the outer regions—neutralizing enemy attacks by striking at the weakest point of their trajectory, even throwing them off balance or forcing them to drop their weapon. He had practiced it once, but always considered it pure fantasy. After all, the greatsword was the most unwieldy of weapons. How could it possibly achieve such precision?
    

    

    
      But now, he believed he could do it.
    

    

    
      He could do it.
    

    

    
      He had to do it!
    

    

    
      Chen Linchuan took a deep breath, dragging his greatsword upward in a sweeping slash toward Jiang Ten! If all went as expected, Jiang Ten’s long blade would clash with the greatsword—whether she lost balance or her blade was knocked away, Chen Linchuan would have enough time to reform the Heartguard Mirror!
    

    

    
      Secret Technique: Mutual-Kill Slash!
    

    

    
      He had succeeded. Under the immense threat of death, he had comprehended a new secret technique, pushing his potential to its utmost limit!
    

    

    
      But at that moment, Jiang Ten leapt into the air, narrowly evading the greatsword’s Mutual-Kill Slash.
    

    

    
      Because after using the Legendary Token, she had seldom dodged attacks—so much so that Chen Linchuan had forgotten… she was the Battle Champion who had rendered them helpless relying on dodging alone!
    

    

    
      "A last-minute technique like that… how could it ever work on me?"
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten stepped lightly onto the blade of the greatsword, as graceful as a flying swallow.
    

    

    
      She swung the Bingzi Pepper Forest downward in a slash, and Chen Linchuan’s headless corpse crashed to the ground.
    

    

    
      Unlike Zhou Ye’s death—if Zhou Ye had fallen like a sudden thunderclap, then Chen Linchuan's demise was like the torrential downpour that followed. It was an expected outcome, yet also a bone-chilling reality.
    

    

    
      No one in the camp dared speak. All stared blankly at the scene, covering their mouths tightly, as though afraid of drawing Jiang Ten’s gaze and being casually cut down by her.
    

    

    
      By now, Shang Yue and Jie Zilong were already numb. Even though the orange-red glow of the Legendary Token on Jiang Ten’s body was about to dissipate, they couldn’t summon even a shred of will to resist—much less step forward to tangle with her.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten ignored them and instead strode toward Qun Yushu, who was sitting on the grass to rest. In order to maintain the shared-damage state among the group, he couldn’t move far and could only watch helplessly as Jiang Ten approached.
    

    

    
      "Now," Qun Yushu gave a bitter, feeble smile. "Can we make peace?"
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten raised her blade and slashed down.
    

    

    
      With a snapping sound, Qun Yushu’s right hand fell to the ground. He seemed to have a healing token, stopping the wound immediately. It was clear from his cold sweat that the pain was intense, but his expression relaxed as if he had just narrowly escaped death.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten gave her blade a twirl and flung it sideways, drawing a bloody line across the grass.
    

    

    
      "Now, does anyone else wish to oppose me?"
    

    

    
      The orange-red glow of the Legendary Token completely faded from her body, but the camp remained silent. Among the hundreds of people, not a single one spoke.
    

    

    
      None dared respond.
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      The sky had completely darkened, and the braziers in the camp were lit, turning the night into a chaotic gray.
    

    

    
      The assassination of Lu Wangji, the killing of Zhou Ye, the beheading of Chen Linchuan, the severing of Qun Yushu's arm—any one of these events alone could shake the entire Court of Liang, overturn countless lives, and necessitate a redivision of many interests. Yet now, they had all occurred in quick succession, as if naturally ordained, and no one paid them any heed.
    

    

    
      The servants, soldiers, and young scions in the camp were so miserly with their attention that they didn’t even glance at the losers of the confrontation. Everyone held their breath, focusing solely on the single victor, waiting for her to declare her will.
    

    

    
      The noble clans had lost. The Third-Stage Messenger had fallen.
    

    

    
      The commoner Black Band had won. The Second-Stage Messenger stood firm atop the woodland.
    

    

    
      When the unbelievable unfolded before their eyes, everyone swiftly accepted the reality. Some fled, some trembled in fear, but even more wore expressions of heartfelt approval. When the weak make progress, you praise her; when she matches you, you feel uneasy; when she surpasses you, you grow jealous and even hostile; but when she tramples those you recognize as the strong, you begin to revere her.
    

    

    
      Dignity was merely a product of circumstance. One moment, it demanded you despise her; the next, it insisted you respect her. The Nine-Rank System, levels, bloodline—those deeply ingrained social imprints forged over countless years—vanished in that instant, leaving only the instinctive yearning for strength... People were not as rational as they imagined.
    

    

    
      Perhaps the one with the most complicated feelings was Jie Yuanshao.
    

    

    
      At first, she felt sympathy and indignation for Jiang Ten's suffering. But after Jiang Ten rejected everyone's goodwill and, defying all taboos, attempted to assassinate Lu Wangji, even she believed Jiang Ten had gone mad beyond redemption. Killing Lu Wangji meant offending the Court and the noble clans—not merely foolish, but a suicidal madness.
    

    

    
      Until Jiang Ten produced the Legendary Token: Bingzi Pepper Forest.
    

    

    
      Unlike the emotional Shang Xinlei and Qian Gongyu, Jie Yuanshao, though deeply shocked, wanted very much to feel happy for Jiang Ten. Yet no matter how she tried to reason with herself, she could not ease the torment gnawing at her heart like ten thousand ants.
    

    

    
      This emotion peaked when Jiang Ten slew Zhou Ye and Chen Linchuan. When Jie Yuanshao saw her pass by Jie Zilong, a dark thought—one even she dared not believe—arose in her mind: she was hoping Jiang Ten would kill her third uncle.
    

    

    
      If Jiang Ten killed her third uncle, Jie Yuanshao would have an excuse to hate her without guilt, to sever all past ties completely.
    

    

    
      But Jiang Ten didn’t.
    

    

    
      Shang Yue and Jie Zilong were nearly unscathed. Everyone knew Jiang Ten spared them out of consideration for her. But precisely because of that, Jie Yuanshao felt suffocated, as if drowning in a sea of crushing, tangible pressure.
    

    

    
      What’s wrong with me? I should be grateful to her. So why does it hurt so much inside? Am I... am I even... hating her?
    

    

    
      Suddenly, her right hand was grabbed by something soft and furry, pulling her back from the suffocating depths to the clear and open camp. Jie Yuanshao turned her head and saw it was Qian Gongyu’s hand. Due to her transformation, her hand had become a fluffy paw, and being held like this felt like being tightly hugged by a tanuki.
    

    

    
      So gentle it melted the heart.
    

    

    
      "Are you okay?" Qian Gongyu asked, eyes full of concern. "Yuanshao, you look really upset."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei gave them a glance. With her innate sevenfold perceptive mind, she naturally noticed the shift in Jie Yuanshao’s emotions. But this wasn’t something she could interfere with. Often, emotions couldn’t be reasoned with.
    

    

    
      There was no malice. She sincerely wished for her to become better. But when that “better” surpassed all expectations, discomfort followed.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei wasn’t particularly magnanimous herself, but she had the Thieves' House, many opportunities, and more importantly—she knew Yan Qing. In her understanding, Jiang Ten was subordinate to Yellow Dog, and she, Red Snake, held the same rank as Yellow Dog. So no matter how high Jiang Ten climbed, she could never surpass her. That was why she could calmly accept Jiang Ten’s meteoric rise.
    

    

    
      That’s what friends were like—messy when close, messy when estranged.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei reached out and rubbed Qian Gongyu’s tiger ears, thinking how wonderful it would be if everyone were like her. Qian Gongyu impatiently shook her head, but Shang Xinlei insisted, leaving her no choice but to give in.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the camp erupted in noise. They looked up and saw Jiang Ten ‘looting corpses’. She didn’t care at all that everyone was watching, squatting down to search Zhou Ye and Chen Linchuan’s bodies for tokens.
    

    

    
      The Zhou and Chen clan members stirred restlessly at the sight. None dared to speak ill of Jiang Ten, so they called out to Qun Yushu, Shang Yue, and Jie Zilong. But all three were either maimed or beaten into defeat. Seeing that Jiang Ten wasn’t desecrating corpses, they let her be.
    

    

    
      After finishing her looting, Jiang Ten walked toward the Total Scoreboard. As she passed by Shang Xinlei and the others, she neither turned her head nor paused her gaze for a moment.
    

    

    
      Fearing Qian Gongyu would act rashly, Shang Xinlei quickly grabbed her arm. "Don’t speak. Jiang Ten is ignoring us for our sake. She has no standing left in Liang now. The Qun Family, Zhou Family, Chen Family... even the Shang Family and Jie Family won’t let her go. Being friendly with us would only harm us."
    

    

    
      "I know," Qian Gongyu replied, surprisingly composed. "I’ll align my story with yours. We’ll all state that Jiang Ten isn’t really close to us—in fact, she didn’t talk to us much. We barely knew her." As she finished, her mood inevitably sank again, and her round ears drooped.
    

    

    
      "Though I want to console you by saying it's just her personality," said Shang Xinlei, "to be honest, I think Jiang Ten never intended to make friends in the first place. She only wanted to participate in the Mansu Woodland and leave right after it ended. Her aloofness comes from her total disinterest in forming bonds."
    

    

    
      "I think so too..."
    

    

    
      "That's why you should feel proud." Shang Xinlei rubbed Qian Gongyu’s head. "Such an ice-cold beauty who had locked away her heart, in the end, was conquered by you, and even chose to stay for your sake."
    

    

    
      "Ah? Me?" Qian Gongyu pointed at herself, stunned. "That can’t be right—she didn’t join my family. She joined either your family or the Jie Family!"
    

    

    
      "To her, is there really a difference between the Shang Family, Jie Family, Qun Family, and Chen Family? Do you think she had a particularly good relationship with any of us? Then why did she accept our offer in the end?" Shang Xinlei wrapped an arm around Qian Gongyu’s shoulders. "It’s because she’s close to you. She joined our families for you. She stayed for you, silly tiger."
    

    

    
      "I don’t believe you. Xinlei, you’re always sweet-talking me." Qian Gongyu looked doubtful and turned to Jie Yuanshao. "Yuanshao, you say something."
    

    

    
      Jie Yuanshao squeezed Qian Gongyu’s fluffy paw and nodded. "About seventy percent of the reason Jiang Ten agreed was because of you. The remaining thirty percent was due to her positive relationship with us and the generous conditions offered by our families. By the way, since when did you start calling me by name? Quite bold of you. But..."
    

    

    
      "If you’re willing to transform into a tiger every time you see me, I’ll allow you to call me by my name."
    

    

    
      "So now you understand, right?" Shang Xinlei grabbed Qian Gongyu’s shoulders, showing a sly smile. "As long as we win you over, it’s the same as winning over Jiang Ten. Hehehe, little head of the Qian Family, you won’t be escaping our clutches from now on!"
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu shivered, hugged herself, and took two steps back, wearing an expression as if she were surrounded by two lecherous women.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a rainbow lit up in the distance.
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten: 11200 points" —this line of text transformed into a radiant rainbow that wove into a brilliantly glowing crystal treasure chest before Jiang Ten. Just from the appearance of the chest, one could tell her reward far outshone the others. Although it was only two thousand points more than the second-place Shang Xinlei, breaking the ten-thousand-point threshold upgraded the quality of her reward by an entire tier, which was only natural.
    

    

    
      Three glowing orbs emerged from the crystal treasure chest. From left to right, they were a secret technique book, a token, and an unknown marvel shaped like a command medallion. Due to the distance, they couldn’t see clearly what lay inside the orbs. Before they could get closer for a better look, Jiang Ten had already made her choice—she took the secret technique book on the far left.
    

    

    
      "Eh?"
    

    

    
      Many people were surprised, because Jiang Ten had already comprehended the Secret Technique: Shadow-Split Blade during the previous battle. For her, a secret technique wasn’t an urgent need. Comparatively, a handy token might be of greater value. More importantly, given her lowly origins and limited exposure, could she really discern which reward was the most valuable?
    

    

    
      Only Shang Xinlei vaguely guessed why Jiang Ten chose the secret technique book.
    

    

    
      At that moment, thunder and fire suddenly erupted outside, followed by a roar of thunder that surged from afar—
    

    

    
      "Beast, surrender your life!"
    

    

    
      The night seemed to be torn apart. A blade arc formed of thunder slashed across more than a hundred steps with unabated might, like divine judgment descending upon Jiang Ten!
    

    

    
      Even though the distance was far enough, the hair on Qian Gongyu and the others instantly stood on end. They felt as though they had brushed shoulders with death. The terrifying power compressed to its limit left their minds completely blank. When they snapped out of it, all they saw was a deep chasm on the grassland.
    

    

    
      —A chasm carved out by that blade arc!
    

    

    
      A single slash split heaven and earth, manipulated the heavens, and altered the terrain!
    

    

    
      "She actually survived."
    

    

    
      Only then did everyone notice a man standing atop the camp tent. He had a fine beard and long mustache, sword-like eyebrows, and a commanding presence in his robe armor. In his hand was a broad saber. He looked both like a gallant bandit and a fierce military general. Gazing coldly at the Jiang Ten who had just escaped death, he spoke in a frosty voice, "You missed your best end—what follows will be a fate worse than death."
    

    

    
      "Greetings to the Thunder King of the Underworld Prison." Jie Zilong and the others immediately dropped their weapons and kneeled on one knee.
    

    

    
      "Greetings to the Thunder King of the Underworld Prison!" Everyone in and outside the camp who was still alive exerted their utmost to display their reverence.
    

    

    
      "Thunder King of the Underworld Prison, Chen Liexia," Shang Xinlei said with extreme difficulty, revealing his strength:
    

    

    
      "Fourth-Stage Messenger, Foundation Realm powerhouse!"
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      The only one who showed no reaction to Chen Liexia was the disheveled Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Although she had survived the thunderous blade arc that could destroy the heavens and the earth, the right half of her body had turned completely charred and was clearly crippled. Even with her exceptional combat talent, she could not fully evade the attack of a Foundation Messenger.
    

    

    
      Even if she could defeat four Third-Stage Messengers and instantly kill thirty-six soldiers from the Divine Crossbow Battalion, she still could not withstand a single blow from a Foundation Messenger.
    

    

    
      “No more chances.” Jie Yuanshao's voice trembled. When Jiang Ten truly encountered danger, she couldn’t help but worry for her. “She should have run earlier… it’s over.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei tightly held Qian Gongyu, but her own legs gave out as she collapsed. However, Qian Gongyu was not as impulsive as imagined—perhaps not as fearless of death. The remnants of her beast transformation constantly urged her to flee the moment she saw Chen Liexia.
    

    

    
      Before an existence that could crush her with a flick of a finger, neither humans nor beasts could remain rational.
    

    

    
      Except Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      “Heh.”
    

    

    
      Everyone’s face was filled with horror. They could not fathom why Jiang Ten could laugh aloud—even a lunatic should know fear in the presence of a Foundation Messenger’s might, shouldn’t they?
    

    

    
      “Thunder King of the Underworld Prison, Thunder King of the Underworld Prison…” Jiang Ten laughed with delight, tears nearly streaming from her eyes. Even Qian Gongyu had never seen such a wild expression on her face. Pointing at Chen Liexia, she laughed, “You, just a mere Fourth-Stage Messenger, dare to call yourself the Thunder King of the Underworld Prison? Hahaha, hilarious, absolutely hilarious!”
    

    

    
      The oppressive aura around Chen Liexia receded, but his presence became even more terrifying, like a storm of thunder lying in wait. He spoke calmly and even responded seriously, “I, too, think the title Thunder King of the Underworld Prison is an exaggeration. It's merely what others praised me with. I felt a bit pleased and accepted it, hoping to one day live up to the name. You're the first to call this out. Linchuan said you were extremely gifted and proud to your bones. He wasn’t wrong.”
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten stopped laughing and said, “Looks like anyone who can reach Fourth-Stage Foundation isn't a waste.”
    

    

    
      “Although I don’t know what secrets you hide, or what your origins are, you will reveal them all.” Chen Liexia swept his gaze around. “As the price for your rebellion, and for murdering the Court's Left Xiaoqi Guard, Zhou Ye, and Chen Linchuan, I will first cripple your limbs.”
    

    

    
      Before the words finished, the guandao had already slashed down. Qian Gongyu and the others closed their eyes, unable to bear witnessing the bloody scene that was about to unfold.
    

    

    
      Yet what rang in their ears was not the sound of flesh being torn, but a resonant clang like a golden bell.
    

    

    
      Chen Liexia’s guandao had stopped right in front of Jiang Ten. A golden shield enveloped her entirely. In her left hand, she held up a plaque, on which two grand characters were inscribed.
    

    

    
      Return.
    

    

    
      A thought stirred in Shang Xinlei’s heart. She vaguely remembered that among the three options in Jiang Ten’s treasure chest earlier, the one on the far right was a peculiar item—could it be this?
    

    

    
      But hadn’t Jiang Ten chosen the Secret Technique Book?
    

    

    
      “Return?”
    

    

    
      Perhaps Jiang Ten’s mocking smile was too provoking, for Chen Liexia’s voice turned cold in an instant. His hair and beard bristled with rage, showing that the fury of this Foundation Messenger had reached a boiling point. “You think that token alone can keep you safe?”
    

    

    
      “Let me show you what it means to be a Fourth-Stage, what it means to be Foundation!”
    

    

    
      In an instant, countless bolts of thunder fell. The entire grassland turned into a field of calamity. Chen Liexia became the executioner, the warden, and the harbinger of disaster! Wielding his guandao, he unleashed heaven’s thunder and earth’s flames—lightning engulfed all!
    

    

    
      At this moment, everyone understood why he bore the title Thunder King of the Underworld Prison.
    

    

    
      Truly a name well-earned, the crowd was in awe.
    

    

    
      But gradually, their gazes shifted from the Thunder King of the Underworld Prison to the radiant golden light standing unmoved before him. Despite the Foundation Messenger’s relentless and unrestrained assault, even with the ground excavated three feet deep, the golden light remained untouched, floating in mid-air without the slightest shift!
    

    

    
      The thunder ceased. The lightning vanished. Chen Liexia, too, stopped.
    

    

    
      He stared solemnly at Jiang Ten. “What is that item?”
    

    

    
      “A Return Token. It allows me to return to a safe place. When it’s activated, not even immortals or gods could shake me,” Jiang Ten calmly said. “So, farewell.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei, Qian Gongyu, and Jie Yuanshao felt a stir in their hearts. They understood this farewell was meant for them.
    

    

    
      Farewell, Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      Farewell, teammates.
    

    

    
      “If you’ve escaped this time, then you’d best never step foot in the Liang Kingdom again,” Chen Liexia said coldly. “The Liang Kingdom has no place for lawless madmen like you.”
    

    

    
      “If I ever set foot in the Liang Kingdom again, I will ask you all once more.” The golden light around Jiang Ten grew ever more intense. Her figure had already disappeared from sight, leaving behind only her final words:
    

    

    
      “Will you stand against me?”
    

    

    
      The golden light turned into a streak of gold and melted into the night. Mansu Woodland returned to its previous calm. Everyone stared blankly at the scene, as if trying to imprint the image of that woman deep into their memory.
    

    

    
      Dominating Mansu, slaying Third-Stage, provoking Foundation.
    

    

    
      Though she passed like a meteor, the lives of many present were forever changed because of it.
    

    

    
      “What are you all dazing for?” Chen Liexia shouted sternly. “Hurry and treat the wounded, clean up the corpses!”
    

    

    
      Everyone woke from their stupor and the camp resumed its usual bustle. Jie Zilong and Shang Yue had intended to speak with Chen Liexia, but upon seeing him gazing at the starry sky, tightly gripping his guandao, they realized that the Thunder King of the Underworld Prison was not at peace within.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, a thousand miles away at Pingcheng Military Camp.
    

    

    
      Ye Si, who had been eating, suddenly stood up, put on his helmet, grabbed his weapon, and walked toward the stables. The soldiers in his unit quickly followed, “Captain, where are you going this late?”
    

    

    
      “To pick someone up.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, such a small task, just tell us—we can—”
    

    

    
      “I’ll go personally. You all don’t need to come.”
    

    

    
      “No way. How can the captain travel alone?”
    

    

    
      Thus, the group arrived at the camp gate. Before Ye Si could speak, the soldiers ordered the gate guards to open it. Although leaving camp at night violated military rules, the one requesting was Ye Si—currently in the limelight and favored by Supervisor of Building Construction Gai Louxian—so the guards dared not cause trouble and opened the gate without delay.
    

    

    
      Inside Pingcheng, Ye Si rode at a slow pace. The soldiers, anxious but silent, followed. Once outside the city gate, Ye Si spurred his horse to a gallop. The group rode along the road, torches held high. Someone curiously asked, “Captain, who are you picking up? Your parents?”
    

    

    
      “A friend.”
    

    

    
      “A friend from your hometown? How strong are they?”
    

    

    
      “Stronger than me.”
    

    

    
      Stronger than the captain? In their minds, the soldiers pictured a fierce, towering northern warrior with a leopard head and round eyes. They wondered if the Secret Realm Madman was about to become a Secret Realm Duo.
    

    

    
      Soon, they reached a deserted village near Pingcheng. Following Ye Si’s lead, they dismounted. With the help of torches, they spotted Ye Si’s ‘friend’ almost immediately.
    

    

    
      It was hard not to see—after all, a half-charred, blood-soaked, yet breathtakingly beautiful woman appearing in a desolate village outshone even the moonlight.
    

    

    
      The two exchanged no words. The beauty appeared severely wounded, staggering as she walked. Ye Si draped a coat over her, picked her up, and carried her toward the warhorse. The soldiers couldn’t help but whistle and cheer, but one glance from Ye Si silenced them completely.
    

    

    
      What confused them more was that after placing the beauty on the horse, Ye Si himself went to another steed. “Gao Liuhun, I’m riding with you.”
    

    

    
      The beauty clearly could not ride a horse, so her pace was slower. Ye Si slowed his as well to ride alongside her. The soldiers behind watched, curiosity about to explode.
    

    

    
      They exchanged glances, prompting Gao Liuhun to ask, “Captain, why... don’t you ride with your friend?”
    

    

    
      They expected to hear reasons like the woman was of noble status, already engaged, his sister-in-law, or that the captain turned into a beast when touching women—but Ye Si’s reason was even more ridiculous than they imagined.
    

    

    
      “She’s practicing horseback riding.”
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      Was it worth giving up a Legendary Token for Jiang Ten, this alternate character?
    

    

    
      The profession trait of the Wandering Messenger, "Mansu’s Blessing", allowed players to choose rewards twice during the treasure chest reward phase.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing immediately selected the Secret Technique Book on the far left. At that moment, he could still choose a second reward.
    

    

    
      Among them, the most valuable was naturally the light orb reward in the center: a pair of gloves of the Legendary Token grade. Even though he had not seen the effects clearly, Yan Qing believed that a Legendary Token would not disappoint him.
    

    

    
      But the moment a Foundation-tier powerhouse arrived, he chose the odd item on the far right instead: the Return Token.
    

    

    
      "Return Token"
    

    

    
      "Usage Condition: Player must not be in a restricted state"
    

    

    
      "Number of Uses: 2/3"
    

    

    
      "Effect: Activates immediately upon use, with a casting time of ten seconds. During the casting, the player is invincible and unaffected by any external factors. At the same time, the player cannot influence the outside world either. During the casting, the player may choose a return location. If no choice is made, the player will return to the nearest landmark."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: Nothing else gives you a greater sense of security than this."
    

    

    
      The Return Token could only be used three times, and one had already been used for Jiang Ten. If he had chosen the Legendary Token instead, would that have been the right choice?
    

    

    
      Actually, the moment Yan Qing began wondering whether it was worth it, he had already vaguely felt it wasn’t. Just like flipping a coin to make a decision—your heart usually already leans one way.
    

    

    
      Because Jiang Ten’s profession was just that bad.
    

    

    
      Without the Woodland, Jiang Ten’s Second Job Change profession was no different from a blank slate. Some might think, wouldn’t it be fine if Jiang Ten just rushed to a Third Job Change and acquired a new profession?
    

    

    
      But don’t forget, the new profession acquired at the Third Job Change was heavily influenced by the player’s past experiences, especially the profession they previously played.
    

    

    
      If Jiang Ten continued to fight and live near the Woodland, her Third Job Change might roll into a Legendary version of the Woodland Messenger; but if she gave up fighting in the Woodland and instead trained in Dual Blades, then at most she would get a Rare version of the Dual-Blade Messenger.
    

    

    
      If one couldn’t stick to a profession path till the end and instead switched mid-sequence, it meant erasing all past significant records. Just like how even if a university student served as the student council president, it wouldn’t help when applying for a programming job.
    

    

    
      A player’s Third Job Change profession greatly impacted their Foundation strength. The Third Job Change was influenced by the Second, and the Second was often an evolution of the First… For those chasing maximum strength, every stage was critical. That’s why high-difficulty instance players were mockingly called "Keymen" in the game forums, while such high-difficulty instances were referred to as "Keyman’s Prison."
    

    

    
      So, Jiang Ten’s professional potential was even lower than Ye Si’s. If Ye Si could reach Foundation, he might at least reach the level of an average player. But for Jiang Ten, she would likely end up with sewer-tier combat power. Therefore, to Yan Qing, her value wasn’t greater than a Legendary Token.
    

    

    
      But if everything was about maximizing profit, then from the very start, he shouldn’t have lost his temper. Jiang Ten should have compromised with Lu Wangji and traded a bit of pride for greater benefits.
    

    

    
      Yet the alternate character’s belongings were his belongings, and their dignity was also his dignity.
    

    

    
      If it had truly been beyond his capabilities, so be it—Yan Qing could have just noted it down in his little book for future revenge. But since he could defend his dignity as a player right now, why should he let his alternate character take a hit?
    

    

    
      There was a kind of "must-lose battle" in single-player games. Most players lost and just progressed with the plot. But a small group would rack their brains trying to win such battles, sparing no time or effort. Yan Qing was among this small group. His reason for winning wasn’t something lofty like challenge—he just didn’t want to lose.
    

    

    
      He simply didn’t want to lose!
    

    

    
      So what if it was the Court, or a noble family, or a Foundation-tier powerhouse, or even a must-lose battle? He would overturn it all for you to see!
    

    

    
      But if he compromised… if he had chosen the Legendary Token instead of the Return Token…
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had that kind of twisted personality—he played with hot-blooded passion, not caring about gain or loss. Yet once the fight ended and rationality returned, he’d start agonizing over whether he could have made a better choice. This kind of syndrome wasn’t too bad in single-player games since he could always reload and try a different path to verify if he was right. But this was an online game—he would never know if he made the wrong choice.
    

    

    
      In the end, he was just an ordinary player.
    

    

    
      The struggle came fast and went fast, because Yan Qing had more important matters now: checking the spoils!
    

    

    
      First, the tokens from Zhou Ye and Chen Linchuan—a total of seven items, including the "Imperial Fire Bracelet", "Golden Ring Blade", "Evil-Banishing Greatsword", "Steel Belt", as well as two "Heartguard Mirror" and two "Storage Ring".
    

    

    
      "Imperial Fire Bracelet"
    

    

    
      "Grade: Third-Stage Ordinary"
    

    

    
      "Durability: 24/40"
    

    

    
      "Equipment Requirement: 20 Spirit, Fire Path Basics MAX"
    

    

    
      "Effect - Flame Infusion: Infuse your weapon with flame, dealing an additional 30 points of fire damage. The flame can ignite flammable objects and linger in the air for one second. Activating Flame Infusion consumes 30 Spirit Energy and consumes 1 Spirit Energy per second to maintain the effect."
    

    

    
      "Effect - Apprentice: If the user’s Fire Path basics do not meet the requirements, this bracelet can still be used, but the weapon must be actively ignited to trigger the Flame Infusion effect. User’s Fire Path comprehension speed +10%."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: It’s said that new apprentices of Flame Mountain all start as cooks. This bracelet is their only kitchen utensil. Only when they can cook delicious dishes with bare hands can they truly begin to learn the Great Way of Flame."
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      "Golden Ring Blade"
    

    

    
      "Grade: Second-Stage Rare"
    

    

    
      "Durability: 61/100"
    

    

    
      "Equipment Requirement: 30 Vital Energy and Blood, 10 Spirit"
    

    

    
      "Base Attack Power: 30~50"
    

    

    
      "Effect - Martial Drill: When you attack using the Golden Ring Blade, your Vital Energy and Blood is permanently increased. Current increase amount: 0."
    

    

    
      "Effect - Bloodbath: Your Vital Energy and Blood will rapidly increase during combat, starting 15 seconds after triggering, and reaching the peak at 600 seconds. You can increase up to (30 + 5 × Martial Drill increase amount) Vital Energy and Blood."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: Every blade wielder believes they are its last master. You will prove them wrong."
    

    

    
      Wow, Yan Qing's eyes lit up.
    

    

    
      The Imperial Fire Bracelet was only the most basic Fire Path Token, yet even so, it could significantly boost a Messenger’s combat strength. Though 30 fire damage might not seem like much, its resulting effects of 'burning', 'ignition', and 'fear' were not to be underestimated. It might not be that effective in PVP, but it was quite handy in instances, especially since it allowed use even without Fire Path basics—making it Yan Qing’s only Fire Path entry-level resource at the moment.
    

    

    
      The Golden Ring Blade was also an excellent Token. A Second-Stage Rare was comparable to a Third-Stage Ordinary. If Zhou Ye had been using the Golden Ring Blade since Second-Stage, the amount of Vital Energy and Blood he gained through Martial Drill must have been considerable. Combined with the second ability, Bloodbath, which could increase his Vital Energy and Blood by an additional 30 plus five times the Martial Drill increase amount, Zhou Ye could easily increase by nearly a hundred Vital Energy and Blood during combat.
    

    

    
      If Zhou Ye carried a bunch of Healing Pills and fought while consuming them, he might have been able to tank a Third-Stage instance BOSS.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Jiang Ten’s output with the Bingzi Pepper Forest was too high—Zhou Ye didn’t even have time to demonstrate his high Vital Energy and Blood before being struck fatally in a single blow.
    

    

    
      What was even better was that even a First-Stage Messenger could wield the Golden Ring Blade, making it perfect for nurturing an alternate character.
    

    

    
      "Evil-Banishing Greatsword"
    

    

    
      "Grade: Third-Stage Rare"
    

    

    
      "Durability: 91/150"
    

    

    
      "Equipment Requirement: 30 Vital Energy and Blood, 10 Spirit"
    

    

    
      "Base Attack Power: 50~60"
    

    

    
      "Effect - Charge: You may consume Spirit Energy per second to enhance your next slash. Each second of charging increases attack by 100 points, up to a maximum of five seconds. Consumes 10 Spirit Energy per second."
    

    

    
      "Effect - Evil-Banishment: When a single attack deals more than 300 damage to an enemy, it triggers the soul of the beast within the Evil-Banishing Greatsword, turning the damage into Crushing Damage (doubles the damage and ignores enemy defense)."
    

    

    
      "Effect - Toughness: This weapon is so wild that it’s extremely durable, and hard to damage even when attacked."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: Maybe this weapon would be more useful without the Charge effect."
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      "Steel Belt"
    

    

    
      "Grade: Third-Stage Ordinary"
    

    

    
      "Durability: 45/50"
    

    

    
      "Equipment Requirement: 15 Vital Energy and Blood"
    

    

    
      "Effect - Burden: Your Agility -15 points, but for each day worn, your Vital Energy and Blood and Agility permanently increase, while the negative effect gradually lessens. After 180 days of wearing, the penalty is reduced to Agility -5 points."
    

    

    
      "Effect - Steadiness: This belt is so heavy that it’s hard for outside forces to shake you. Grants immunity to most kinetic impacts."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: There was once a person who collected the full set of Steel Belt, Steel Armguards, and Steel Legguards. After years of relentless training, he removed them all during a critical battle—and shocked the world."
    

    

    
      There wasn’t much to say about the Evil-Banishing Greatsword—a common Third-Stage Rare weapon. This type of greatsword was mostly useful against demons and beasts, and practically useless against humanoid enemies. Yan Qing had no interest and wouldn’t use such a cumbersome weapon.
    

    

    
      The Steel Belt, however, was pretty good. Yan Qing liked Tokens that let you grow stronger without needing to fight. But he didn’t want to suffer too much either—he planned to wear it for a day or two and see. If it was too much trouble, he’d just pass it down to Ye Si or Jiang Ten as a benefit.
    

    

    
      From these two sets of equipment, it was evident that noble families were consciously using Tokens to enhance their attributes rather than blindly stacking combat strength.
    

    

    
      Still, for two clan elders from noble families, having only this many Tokens seemed rather stingy.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing guessed they probably had a better set of gear when entering instances. After all, someone always had to run the instance, but they wouldn’t stay inside forever. The truly important Tokens were likely communal and not allowed for private use.
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      There was no need to say more about the Storage Ring; Yan Qing directly wore both of them.
    

    

    
      This might be one of the rare advantages that reality had over games: in games, ring-type accessories were quantity-limited, but in reality, who would care about that? Yan Qing wished he could wear rings on all ten fingers and ten toes. The reason Zhou Ye and the others only wore one Storage Ring each was because Storage Rings were extremely rare—even they only had one apiece.
    

    

    
      The Heartguard Mirror, however, was worth mentioning.
    

    

    
      "Heartguard Mirror"
    

    

    
      "Grade: Third-Stage Rare"
    

    

    
      "Durability: 80/80"
    

    

    
      "Equipment Requirement: 15 Vital Energy and Blood, 15 Spirit"
    

    

    
      "Effect · Sevenfold Mirror: After activating this effect, you will be protected by seven mirror layers. The mirror defense is 0, and the HP is linearly related to the number of mirrors. Each mirror grants 100 HP. When all seven mirrors are active, each mirror has 700 HP; when only one remains, it has 100 HP. Activation requires 70 Spirit Energy. Replenishing a mirror consumes 10 Spirit Energy per mirror. When all mirrors are shattered, the cooldown before reactivation is five seconds."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: I’ll test you—when all seven mirror layers are active, what’s the maximum amount of damage it can absorb?"
    

    

    
      Although it had only one effect, the Heartguard Mirror was truly worthy of being a Third-Stage Rare Token. If one could maintain the Sevenfold Mirror, it would be equivalent to exchanging just 10 Spirit Energy for 700 shield HP—enough to resist standard Third-Stage attacks. Even against a single high-burst attack, it was reliable. The Sevenfold Mirror could collectively absorb up to 2800 damage—roughly the output of a Foundation Messenger’s single strike.
    

    

    
      No wonder every Third-Stage Messenger of Great Liang had one. It was indeed a must-have defensive Token for killing, arson, and tomb-raiding!
    

    

    
      The only issue was that Yan Qing didn’t have enough Spirit Energy to activate the Heartguard Mirror. Unlike the enfeoffment from Bingzi Pepper Forest, which allowed continuous Spirit Energy output, the Heartguard Mirror required an instantaneous release of 70 Spirit Energy. Even with a Second Job Change, he likely wouldn’t meet the requirement.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, he had already formulated a plan in his heart and set it aside for now.
    

    

    
      The next loot was a Secret Technique Book that Jiang Ten had obtained from the treasure chest.
    

    

    
      "Secret Technique Book · Left Curve, Right Sweep"
    

    

    
      "Learning Requirement: Advanced Two-Handed Blade Technique MAX / Advanced Two-Handed Sword Technique MAX / Advanced Blade Technique MAX / Advanced Sword Technique MAX"
    

    

    
      "Effect: Allows you to learn Left Curve, Right Sweep."
    

    

    
      "Left Curve, Right Sweep (Level 1): Consumes 5 HP. Your next blade or sword attack expands to a 180° arc. When dual-wielding, it covers a full 360°. Has a 5-second cooldown. If triggered again during cooldown, HP cost +1, stackable with no limit."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: The Left bends with force, the Right returns with momentum—unmatched across the realm."
    

    

    
      A Secret Technique!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s eyes burned with excitement. With this Secret Technique Book, the road to his Third Job Change was wide open.
    

    

    
      The reason he snatched up the Secret Technique Book immediately was because a hard requirement for advancing to Third Job Change was full mastery of a Secret Technique. Even if he had overflowing experience, he couldn’t achieve the Third Job Change without one. If the difficulty of comprehending an Advanced Martial Technique was 1, then comprehending a Secret Technique was at least 5. Even players with high Comprehension wouldn’t deliberately torture themselves by trying to comprehend a Secret Technique. They’d usually just learn a simple one to fulfill the Third Job Change requirement.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was well aware of his own limitations. Someone like him, who might not even comprehend a Basic Martial Technique on his own, would certainly need a Secret Technique Book to reach the Third Job Change. And he had his preferences—something like Jiang Ten’s self-comprehended Shadow-Split Blade was clearly not suited to him.
    

    

    
      "Shadow-Split Blade (Level 1): Consumes 10% of max HP + 80 HP. Your next blade or sword strike splits into two phantom slashes, dealing three simultaneous attacks to the target. Has a 120-second cooldown. If triggered again during cooldown, HP cost +40, stackable with no limit."
    

    

    
      "Evaluation: The visible blade is not frightening; the invisible one is."
    

    

    
      Was Shadow-Split Blade strong? It was much stronger than Left Curve, Right Sweep!
    

    

    
      But which Secret Technique was easier to max out? That would undoubtedly be Left Curve, Right Sweep!
    

    

    
      These Vital Energy and Blood Secret Techniques all required HP consumption to activate. A high-output, high-cost, long-cooldown technique like Shadow-Split Blade would probably leave Yan Qing hypoglycemic after one use. In contrast, Left Curve, Right Sweep had low cost but high utility. Yan Qing could treat it like pelvic-floor exercises—practicing it whenever he had time without disrupting gameplay.
    

    

    
      It was just that Yan Qing did not yet meet the learning requirements and could only store it in his Personal Storage for now.
    

    

    
      Besides the Secret Technique Book, Jiang Ten also drew a Return Token, which Yan Qing stored in his Storage Ring. Although he didn’t think he’d need to use it himself, he figured he might let his alternate character use it in a fit of rage—still, it was better to have it on hand.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, they only cleared ten stages of the Mansu Woodland. Had this been in-game with a high-level team, combined with the Woodland Messenger’s ability to select extra rewards, Jiang Ten’s gains from this Secret Realm would have been far beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      With that, all the loot Jiang Ten had brought back was accounted for—except for one last reward.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing opened the game’s "Bulletin Board," selected "Regional Event: Mansu Woodland," and clicked to claim the reward.
    

    

    
      The game popped up a prompt: "Each account may only claim the event reward once. Claim now?"
    

    

    
      So there was an anti-abuse mechanism like this in place. Moreover, since the Treasure-Hunting Token was non-tradable and only circulated within the same account, players couldn’t accumulate multiple Treasure-Hunting Tokens quickly through the event.
    

    

    
      The event reward could only be claimed through the event page, which existed solely within the game system—it didn’t exist in reality. This meant that although the people of Great Liang participated in the Mansu Woodland every year, they couldn’t even obtain the most basic event rewards.
    

    

    
      However, this wasn’t exactly good news for Yan Qing. He was the only one in the world who had a Treasure-Hunting Token—so what was the point?
    

    

    
      "Treasure-Hunting Token: Using this token, you may access the Treasure Pavilion from anywhere to conduct trade. You are granted ten item slots, with a 30% transaction fee. Collect ten Treasure-Hunting Tokens to upgrade into a Treasure Token."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing tapped on it, and the game instantly popped up a trade interface. The interface was completely empty—there was nothing there at all, just like the market in a ghost server.
    

    

    
      As expected, it wasn’t very useful.
    

    

    
      Besides these items, there were also two Blood Weapon materials capable of upgrading Token rarity. To maximize profit, one should use such materials on a valuable Token—like what Shang Xinlei and the others had done—to obtain a Legendary Token. But Yan Qing didn’t think he’d lack Legendary Tokens in the future, and those with mediocre attributes might not even match Rare or Precious Tokens. What mattered most right now was increasing his combat strength.
    

    

    
      While the Hoarding Rat might not waste anything, it could still die.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing planned to use these two materials before the next Thieves’ operation, though he was still considering which Tokens to use them on.
    

    

    
      After finishing that up, Yan Qing finally had time to eat and shower. With nothing better to do, he held the Treasure-Hunting Token in his hand, wondering if he could use it directly.
    

    

    
      He pressed the token hard, and suddenly, light shot from its engraved pattern straight toward his eyes, startling him into shutting them immediately—he thought he was about to go blind. When he slowly reopened his eyes, he realized the light hadn’t entered them. Instead, it had woven a screen the size of a glasses lens one inch before his face. Though the screen was small, it was crystal-clear and close enough for Yan Qing to see everything clearly.
    

    

    
      "So you really can log into the Treasure Pavilion from anywhere..." Yan Qing muttered.
    

    

    
      The light screen emitted by the Treasure-Hunting Token was, naturally, just the empty trade market. Yan Qing tried turning his head and noticed the screen followed his movements. When he stopped pressing the token, the screen vanished.
    

    

    
      Then, could he sell things?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing stared at the Roasted Lamb Leg in his hand and pondered. Suddenly, the screen popped up a small window: "List ‘Roasted Lamb Leg’? Price range: 1~3 Spirit Jade (or equivalent). Transaction fee: 30%."
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      Then Yan Qing watched as the Roasted Lamb Leg in his hand vanished. The Treasure Pavilion now displayed one—possibly the first in all of history—trade item: ‘Roasted Lamb Leg’, priced at 1 Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      Seeing the ‘Roasted Lamb Leg’ pinned at the very top of the Treasure Pavilion, Yan Qing actually waited there dumbly for a few seconds before realizing how foolish he was. If anyone else possessed a Treasure-Hunting Token, the Treasure Pavilion would already have become an active marketplace. There was no way it would be this empty.
    

    

    
      The empty Treasure Pavilion could only prove one truth: he was the sole holder of the Treasure-Hunting Token.
    

    

    
      He sighed and decided to buy the Roasted Lamb Leg back to see if it was still edible. But just then, he saw the ‘Roasted Lamb Leg’ vanish from the Treasure Pavilion, and a Spirit Jade missing one-third of its mass landed with a pa in his palm.
    

    

    
      Hmm?
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      "That one next to Night Four is..."
    

    

    
      "Such a handsome lady..."
    

    

    
      "I don’t believe she has the strength of a Centurion. How could such a beautiful young lady be as strong as the Supervisors?"
    

    

    
      "Do you remember the loudmouth from Banner Six? The one who acted all high and mighty after transferring to a Messenger a few years back, and wouldn’t even pay when visiting brothels. He didn’t believe it either. Yesterday, while Night Four was away, he went over and tried to sweet-talk her. Heard he got three or four ribs broken and was left hanging on the wall."
    

    

    
      "Heh, But-Six-Gu is here. This’ll be good."
    

    

    
      Pingcheng Military Camp, early morning.
    

    

    
      When Ye Si and Jiang Ten appeared together, the surrounding Hundred-Ward troops couldn’t help but look their way. Ye Si, already a “Secret Realm Madman,” drew plenty of attention on his own. Now with Jiang Ten—a nation-toppling beauty of extraordinary power—by his side, they had become the most talked-about figures in Pingcheng.
    

    

    
      They didn’t know Jiang Ten’s full name, only that her surname was Jiang, so they all called her Lady Jiang.
    

    

    
      "Lady Jiang!"
    

    

    
      A Hundred-Ward officer blocked their path, eyes brimming with admiration as he looked at Jiang Ten. "Why didn’t you come out yesterday when I was looking for you? Were you feeling unwell? I’m acquainted with Doctor Guan—shall I invite him to treat you?"
    

    

    
      "No need. Move aside. We’re heading to the Secret Realm."
    

    

    
      "Lady Jiang, you’re just going to the Secret Realm to earn merit for exchanging Tokens, right? There’s no need to go through so much trouble." The officer carefully unfastened the bag on his back and took out a ring-hilted blade with no guard. The blade shimmered faintly with a blue glow, cold and deep. "You’re skilled in blade techniques. This Autumn Ink is the perfect match for you."
    

    

    
      "A Rare Token, Autumn Ink!"
    

    

    
      "But-Six-Gu is really going this far?"
    

    

    
      "Isn’t that his clan’s heirloom Token? He’s actually willing to give it away?"
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten gave Autumn Ink a look and nodded. "How much are you selling it for?"
    

    

    
      "This is a gift for you!" the Hundred-Ward officer said loudly. "A famed blade for a beauty—Lady Jiang, with Autumn Ink in your hand, your prowess will soar, and your name will spread across the Central Plains!"
    

    

    
      "I want this blade. If you’re giving it to me, I’ll take it."
    

    

    
      Hearing this, the officer’s face lit up with joy, but Jiang Ten added, "However, even if I take this blade, I won’t feel any affection for you, nor will I agree to anything. Perhaps I’ll return something of equal value in the future, but I make no promises. If you understand this and still agree, then I’ll accept it."
    

    

    
      The officer was stunned. Jiang Ten spoke so bluntly that there was no room for fantasy. But to take the gift back now, in front of so many onlookers, would be shameful. And Jiang Ten’s breathtaking face was right before him. Gritting his teeth, he declared, "Please accept Autumn Ink! I offer it of my own free will!"
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten nodded and took the Rare Token Autumn Ink. Then she said, "Just so you know—I’ll be giving this blade to Ye Si."
    

    

    
      "What?" The officer was dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      "This is a gift for you..."
    

    

    
      "But Ye Si needs it more than I do. And since it’s mine now, I have the right to decide," Jiang Ten said calmly. "Do you want to take it back?"
    

    

    
      "I... he..."
    

    

    
      The officer flushed red and had nothing to say. Someone nearby couldn’t help but snicker. He immediately turned and glared, and the soldiers quickly fell silent and pretended nothing happened. Still, faint mocking laughter lingered around him. After a moment’s hesitation, his eyes reddened, and he couldn’t hold back anymore. He asked, "Lady Jiang, do you really not understand my feelings? Why won’t you accept my sincerity?"
    

    

    
      "Because my body, my heart, everything about me, my entire life, already belongs to someone else," Jiang Ten said. "Whatever it is you want, you will never get it. Whether it’s your sincerity or anything else—it’s all trash to me."
    

    

    
      The entire military camp erupted. The soldiers burst into an uproar. Though people of the northern border were known for their boldness, such a direct rejection was still rare in this era. And with Jiang Ten possessing both beauty and strength, countless eyes turned toward Ye Si, filled with envy, jealousy, and hatred.
    

    

    
      The Hundred-Ward officer looked like he had been struck by lightning. He slumped to the ground, his whole figure seeming to turn grey.
    

    

    
      Jiang Ten handed Autumn Ink back to him. The officer blankly received it and looked up at her. No one knew what he imagined or interpreted from her gaze, but suddenly he perked up and pointed at Ye Si, shouting, "Ye Si, I challenge you to a duel! The loser shall never approach Lady Jiang again!"
    

    

    
      "I’ll stake Autumn Ink as my wager. If you’ve got any courage, don’t hide behind a woman! Dare to accept?"
    

    

    
      Ye Si remained silent, but Jiang Ten responded, "How do you want to bet?"
    

    

    
      The officer winced. The others looked at Ye Si with a trace of mockery in their eyes. Jiang Ten speaking in Ye Si’s place while he remained quiet only proved two things: that Jiang Ten cared deeply for Ye Si, and that between the two, Jiang Ten held absolute authority.
    

    

    
      They could not possibly guess that the reason Jiang Ten was handling all conversations was simply because she was the main controller (the player’s primary controlled character) at the moment.
    

    

    
      "Don’t worry, no one will die," the Hundred-Ward Officer said viciously. "Let’s have a civil duel! No Tokens, no clothes, we take turns punching each other’s chest, and the first to fall loses!"
    

    

    
      He wasn’t stupid. News of Ye Si’s formidable combat strength had already spread throughout Pingcheng. If they fought with real weapons, he might not stand a chance against Ye Si. But in a civil duel, he felt much more confident.
    

    

    
      The discipline within the Hundred-Ward was strict, and such dueling challenges were rare. So when word spread that a fight was about to happen, everyone nearby began shouting and causing a commotion. Jiang Ten and Ye Si appeared stunned, standing motionless without responding. The Hundred-Ward Officer took this as a sign of fear and grew even more confident. "Ye Si, are you afraid of even such a risk-free duel? Planning to be a coward hiding behind Lady Jiang for the rest of your life?"
    

    

    
      "You’re really sure about this wager?"
    

    

    
      Ye Si spoke, though his tone was a bit odd. Rather than questioning, it sounded more like a reminder—like one would reflexively warn someone about to eat feces.
    

    

    
      "Absolutely!"
    

    

    
      "Then let’s begin."
    

    

    
      The two removed their tops and Tokens, standing bare-chested face to face. Ye Si said, "You go first."
    

    

    
      "Alright!" There was no pretense of gentlemanly humility in the northern border. Since Ye Si was being so arrogant, the Hundred-Ward Officer would gladly oblige.
    

    

    
      He threw a fully charged punch. His fist hurt upon impact, and a red mark appeared on Ye Si’s chest. Yet Ye Si remained unmoving, not even a hint of expression on his face.
    

    

    
      "Your turn."
    

    

    
      The Hundred-Ward Officer took a deep breath and tensed all his muscles.
    

    

    
      The reason he chose a civil duel was because he had come prepared.
    

    

    
      The But-Six-Gu clan possessed a set of hard qigong from the northern border. Training had to start in youth, involving daily beatings and medicinal baths. The downside was that it took years to achieve entry-level mastery, with no shortcuts and zero reliance on talent. But the upside was that even a fool could master it—if one was willing to invest time and money, they could polish this defensive art to the extreme.
    

    

    
      Once hard qigong was mastered, defense increased significantly, and pain sensation decreased. Thus, the Hundred-Ward Officer wasn’t afraid of brawling with Ye Si. Still, to guarantee victory, he chose this civil duel—he was convinced that even a Second-Stage Messenger couldn’t withstand more punishment than him in such a back-and-forth beating.
    

    

    
      The first punch—he felt only a tickle, no pressure at all.
    

    

    
      By the fifth punch—he started breathing harder, but it was still easy.
    

    

    
      By the tenth punch—he felt slightly breathless, but still stood tall.
    

    

    
      By the twentieth punch—he nearly collapsed to his knees, but forced himself upright.
    

    

    
      By the thirtieth punch—his internal organs spasmed, and a rib might have snapped.
    

    

    
      Thirty-six punches.
    

    

    
      Before falling, his body curled up like a shrimp, and he vomited his breakfast with a loud retch. He struggled to lift his head and looked at Ye Si’s still expressionless face, wanting to ask: Don’t you feel any pain?
    

    

    
      Ye Si’s chest had turned purple-black. Without hard qigong, several of his ribs were surely broken. Yet even so, Ye Si never cried out, never took a step back, silently enduring every blow and returning them with equal force.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the Hundred-Ward Officer’s strength had begun to fade. The pain prevented him from even clenching his fists.
    

    

    
      Impossible. How could Ye Si tolerate more than I can? He must be pretending!
    

    

    
      The Hundred-Ward Officer took a deep breath, trying to dispel the pain in his chest. With a shout, he threw the thirty-seventh punch.
    

    

    
      His fist hurt terribly. It looked like Ye Si’s chest had caved in. Yet Ye Si still did not fall. He stared at the officer with a blank expression, and then—
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      With a muffled grunt, the Hundred-Ward Officer collapsed and couldn’t get up again. He gasped for air and whispered hoarsely, "You win."
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, thunderous cheers erupted across the camp. Everyone shouted “Ye Si”, “Captain Ye”. In the military camp, strength and victory naturally earned respect.
    

    

    
      This was a true loss—no excuses. It was his specialty, his chosen method, yet he still lost.
    

    

    
      Autumn Ink was gone. His pride was gone.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, something greasy and fragrant was stuffed into his mouth.
    

    

    
      "Have a roasted chicken leg."
    

    

    
      The Hundred-Ward Officer’s eyes widened as he saw Jiang Ten shove a roasted chicken leg into his mouth.
    

    

    
      "When injured, eating a roasted chicken leg helps you heal faster," Jiang Ten said. "I’ll be taking Autumn Ink, then."
    

    

    
      The officer slowly sat upright, eating the chicken leg as he watched Jiang Ten and Ye Si walk into the depths of the camp. For some reason, tears flowed down his face as he ate, and he shouted, "Lady Jiang, I won’t give up—cough, cough!"
    

    

    
      Not far away, Gai Louxian watched this scene and let out a long sigh.
    

    

    
      He had originally planned to officially enlist Lady Jiang into the Pingcheng Hundred-Ward, but now it seemed... shallow waters couldn’t raise a true dragon.
    

    

    
      If she stayed any longer, more disputes would arise. But-Six-Gu was only the first to be tempted by her looks—he definitely wouldn’t be the last. In just a few days, over ten families had come asking about Lady Jiang, including one from Buye Tian—had her beauty already reached that far?
    

    

    
      But-Six-Gu was also the son of a Commander. His devotion to Lady Jiang meant he wouldn’t give up. Yet Jiang Ten and Ye Si, these two who trained in the Secret Realm daily, were not the type to passively submit. One day, conflict was inevitable.
    

    

    
      The only solution now was to find someone higher up to stabilize the situation—and pass this pair of hot potatoes upward. Pingcheng Military Camp was too small to hold their ambitions.
    

    

    
      A figure of nobility emerged in Gai Louxian’s mind. He immediately summoned a scribe to draft a letter.
    

    

    
      "To the Lord of Lecheng Prefecture: I, Gai Louxian, Supervisor of Pingcheng, report that two individuals have recently arrived at our camp..."
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      "Never thought even doing dailies would get me a Rare Token..."
    

    

    
      Inside the Thieves' House, Yan Qing held the Bingzi Pepper Forest and completed the enfeoffment enchantment for Autumn Ink, then sent it back to Public Storage for 'Ye Si' to equip.
    

    

    
      Both of Autumn Ink's powers were passive, increasing armor break and bleeding efficiency as attack counts rose. However, Jiang Ten needed to use the Golden Ring Blade to farm Vital Energy and Blood; switching weapons would reduce her efficiency. So, in truth, Ye Si was more suited to equip Autumn Ink.
    

    

    
      Though Yan Qing had anticipated Jiang Ten's femme fatale nature, because Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei had previously warded off the swarming suitors, he never truly grasped her allure. Yet now, only days after arriving at Pingcheng Military Camp, someone already rushed to gift her a Rare Token—and even took it out on Ye Si after being rejected by Jiang Ten.
    

    

    
      Well then, it seemed staying at Pingcheng Military Camp was no longer viable.
    

    

    
      He could only work overtime for the next few days, run a few more instances, and when the time came for a battle, fight his way out. After all, it was just a low-level instance—about time he farmed somewhere else anyway...
    

    

    
      To Yan Qing, many matters that the Hundred-Ward Captains at Pingcheng Military Camp fretted over were mere trifles.
    

    

    
      By comparison, another so-called trifle loomed large in his mind.
    

    

    
      With a snap of his fingers, a Treasure-Hunting Token appeared in his hand. He pressed down firmly on the token, and the Market light screen instantly emerged before him.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing picked up a bottle of Healing Pill from the table. He had thirty or forty of these on his desk—whenever exhausted from training, he’d pop one and instantly restore full stamina. But fearing bodily overuse, he limited himself to one per day.
    

    

    
      As his thought shifted, a new listing appeared on the Market: "Healing Pill, Price: 100 Spirit Jade".
    

    

    
      That was the highest price he could set. Healing Pills could drop from virtually any instance; no player would spend even 1 Spirit Jade on it, let alone 100. Listing it at 100 Spirit Jade was like treating buyers as fools.
    

    

    
      Yet five seconds after posting, 70 pieces of Spirit Jade dropped onto his table—the Healing Pill had been sold.
    

    

    
      Who was the fool that bought it?
    

    

    
      These past two days, Yan Qing had been testing the mechanisms of the Treasure Pavilion. First, not everything could be listed—the only criterion was that he must have 'seen' the item in-game.
    

    

    
      Just as he had to know all details of an item to store it in Public Storage, he needed the same knowledge to list it on the Treasure Pavilion. This heavily limited the utility of the Treasure-Hunting Token—Yan Qing had hoped he could list a good item he found on a mission for 999.9 billion Spirit Jade as a temporary storage.
    

    

    
      Second, he found that no matter what he sold, someone would quickly buy it.
    

    

    
      This deeply confused him. Could there be other players in this world besides him?
    

    

    
      Or maybe not players—just other Messengers with a Treasure-Hunting Token. But in either case, why wasn’t the other party listing items? Too poor to sell? Or unwilling to reveal themselves?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing waited and waited. When idle, he’d press the Treasure-Hunting Token to check the Market, but it was always empty.
    

    

    
      Could it be a market recycle mechanism?
    

    

    
      That thought suddenly came to him. He had once played a Tarkov-like game, scavenging maps and listing items in the auction house. But since no one could always buy player listings, the market would recycle goods priced below market value, helping players maintain cash flow.
    

    

    
      That must be it. He couldn’t think of any other explanation. He opened Public Storage and, shortly after, ten copies of the Basic Blade Technique Mastery Manual appeared on his desk.
    

    

    
      Basic manuals were different from pills or tokens. Other items might get consumed, but manuals only accumulated—unless Yan Qing created an Alternate Character. But even with an alt, he wouldn’t need that many manuals.
    

    

    
      Sure, he could use an alt to peddle them to other factions, but he couldn’t explain their origin, and alts tended to die easily. If Jiang Ten stayed in Jiangnan and maintained good ties with Jie Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei, maybe he could have relied on them to fence the goods. But unfortunately, that path was currently blocked.
    

    

    
      Anyway, these manuals would just gather dust in storage—it was better to list them on the Treasure Pavilion for some cash.
    

    

    
      "List the Basic Blade Technique Mastery Manual? Price range: 10–1000 Spirit Jade (or player-specified item), with a 30% transaction fee."
    

    

    
      "Since the maximum price ≥1000, you may opt for Auction Mode."
    

    

    
      Auction Mode?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked into it—it was simply a time-limited auction.
    

    

    
      First, he had to set an auction duration. When the timer ended, the highest bidder would win the auction.
    

    

    
      Then, he had to set a starting bid. The starting price couldn’t exceed one-tenth of the maximum price. For the Basic Blade Technique Mastery Manual, that meant no more than 100 Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      Lastly, he had to decide whether unsold items would return to storage or be relisted.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing pondered briefly. Regular listings might get recycled by the market, but surely auctions wouldn’t be recycled, right? If someone placed a bid, it would confirm that a buyer truly existed in the Treasure Pavilion.
    

    

    
      《Basic Blade Technique Mastery Manual》，Auction Mode, maximum auction duration: 4 hours, starting bid: 100 Spirit Jade, re-listed at 1000 Spirit Jade if unsold.
    

    

    
      Ten manuals, all listed for auction! If no one bids, he would see whether the market would recycle them at the high price of 1000 Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      Even if someone won all ten manuals at the lowest price, Yan Qing wouldn’t mind—compared to that minor loss, confirming the existence of other Treasure-Hunting Token holders was far more important. He even worried that such a small bargain might not be enticing enough to lure out the hidden buyer.
    

    

    
      After listing them, Yan Qing waited for a few seconds. No bids appeared. At that moment, Jiang Ten and the others were entering an instance, so Yan Qing pushed the matter aside and began farming inside the Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Chang'an County City—a luxurious carriage rolled down the bluestone road, flanked front and rear by four riders. Atop the carriage fluttered a banner bearing the character 'Jin'. Pedestrians scrambled out of the way; even in the county’s main roads, no one dared to question its passage.
    

    

    
      Inside the carriage, Medicine Master Wen leaned against the seat, carving something with a small knife. Her fingers were long and strong—lacking feminine softness but full of power and wildness. Even as the carriage jolted violently, her hands remained as steady as a mountain. Shockingly, she wasn’t carving wood, but iron blocks.
    

    

    
      Under her knife, the outline of a foolish-looking dog-headed man gradually emerged. Beside her were already finished carvings of a fox-faced figure, a snake-necked figure… each exquisitely lifelike, each incredibly foolish-looking.
    

    

    
      "Princess, we’re approaching Golden Light Gate," the coachman reported.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen stopped carving and placed the dog-headed statue beside her. Then, she gathered the three sculptures with both hands and began pressing them together continuously. Her expression as relaxed as if she were squeezing an orange, while the iron statues in her hands emitted a tooth-grinding screech of distortion.
    

    

    
      "Finally back."
    

    

    
      A chill surfaced in her eyes. Yellow Dog, White Fox, Red Snake—you all thought I only got the worst prize, the Comprehension Pill. But that was exactly what I needed the most. Now that I’ve overcome the hardest bottleneck, the Thieves' House... is already within my grasp!
    

    

    
      All the rewards of the Thieves' House are mine!
    

    

    
      Everything you snatched from me, I will reclaim!
    

    

    
      The speeding carriage suddenly halted. The coachman said, "Princess, the city gate is blocked."
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen frowned in displeasure. "Even the city gate is blocked? What about the Shen Ce Army?"
    

    

    
      "They’re inside, surrounded layer upon layer."
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen stepped down and saw the coachman’s words were true—at the city gate, wide enough for four carriages, hundreds of people were jammed together. The Shen Ce Army appeared to be guarding something, forming a human wall to fend off the crowd, though some people still broke through their defense to touch the wall behind them.
    

    

    
      "I have Spirit Jade! Let me in!"
    

    

    
      "The Court has decreed—no one may—"
    

    

    
      "The Court means nothing. Do you even know who I am?"
    

    

    
      The speaker wore a face-covering scarf and barged past the Shen Ce Army to touch the wall. Though he was soon pushed back, he quickly squeezed in again. This was already the main city zone of Chang’an; no matter how strong the Shen Ce Army was, they couldn’t hurt him in the slightest.
    

    

    
      Many had adopted the face-covering strategy. A few masked individuals could be singled out, but a whole crowd wearing them made it pointless to target anyone.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen furrowed her brows. She didn’t want to squeeze through this many people but was also curious about what was happening. She waved her hand, signaling the four riders to clear a path. When they squeezed to the Shen Ce Army’s front, Medicine Master Wen said, "I am Princess Zhaorou. Move aside." Without waiting for a response, she pushed past them and looked at the wall they were guarding.
    

    

    
      At the city gate wall hung an enormous blackboard. There was never anything written on it, nor could anything leave a mark on it. Medicine Master Wen had seen it every time she left the city. When younger, she had ordered guards to chop at it, only to find no marks left. Later, she even tried burning or smearing filth on it, then lost interest.
    

    

    
      Each gate and major thoroughfare in Chang’an had similar blackboards. Like the main city itself, they were rules left by the supreme gods.
    

    

    
      But now, this blackboard, which should have remained forever blank, displayed ten lines of text, each line bearing similar content:
    

    

    
      "《Basic Blade Technique Mastery Manual》 Starting Bid: 100 Spirit Jade, Auction Ends at: 11:15 AM, Current Highest Bid: 1200 Spirit Jade."
    

    

    
      Other lines were similar, differing only in their highest bid amounts.
    

    

    
      《Basic Blade Technique Mastery Manual》? Auction?
    

    

    
      Many thoughts passed through Medicine Master Wen’s mind. Just then, someone squeezed beside her—a masked man. He scanned the board, pressed the bottom-most item, and its highest bid jumped from 1150 Spirit Jade to 1300 Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      After pressing, he gave Medicine Master Wen a mocking glance, as if to say, "Can you afford it, pauper?"
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen chuckled from anger. She checked her money pouch, then reached out and touched the blackboard, pressing each line from top to bottom—instantly, all ten items’ highest bids changed to 1500 Spirit Jade.
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      Midday, Thieves' House.
    

    

    
      There was still some time left before the meeting, but all the thieves had already gathered. Medicine Master Wen pulled out a chair and sat down, resting her elbows on the table, fingers interlaced, and her head slightly lowered. Even with a mask on, everyone could tell from her body language that she was saying, “I’m very displeased.”
    

    

    
      Normally, no one would dare provoke her in such a mood, but hearing her constantly stomp her foot and watching her anger level rise, it was obvious she wouldn’t feel better unless she vented. Ying Ru Shi had no choice but to ask, “Black Wolf, did something happen? Let me guess... did you fail to snatch the blade technique manual?”
    

    

    
      “Those damn merchant dogs!” Medicine Master Wen slammed the round table in fury, gritting her teeth. “Their entire households should be raided and every coin of theirs stolen… How dare they reach for something like a manual—a strategic resource! Are they seeking death?!”
    

    

    
      “I wanted to buy one too, but even the cheapest was over five thousand Spirit Jade, and I was embarrassingly short on funds,” said Ying Ru Shi with a laugh.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Medicine Master Wen's mood improved considerably. She muttered angrily, “It’s not that I’m short on money. I just refuse to play the fool and waste so much Spirit Jade on a Basic Blade Technique manual. There might be more auctions in the future—did any of you see that manual auction anywhere else?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, of course. After all, there are seven or eight trading boards in the main city, one at each of the four gates and others along key routes. It’s hard not to see it.” Ying Ru Shi remained cautious, without disclosing any specifics. “There was always a crowd in front of each board. Who knew there were so many rich people?”
    

    

    
      “Trading boards, huh... that's a fitting term,” Medicine Master Wen mused. “No wonder the final price skyrocketed to such absurd heights. Most likely, everyone from all three main cities could participate in the auction.”
    

    

    
      Out of nowhere, Shang Xinlei said, “I bought one.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi was quite surprised. “I remember even the cheapest one was over ten thousand Spirit Jade... Red Snake, you’re really willing to splurge.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen had the distinct feeling that Shang Xinlei was deliberately showing off her wealth and felt rather annoyed.
    

    

    
      Just then, Yan Qing couldn’t hold back any longer and asked, “Why would so many people willingly pay such high prices for a basic manual? It’s not even a token, just a manual.”
    

    

    
      As expected, the moment Yan Qing asked this, everyone looked at him with bewildered expressions, as if he had just asked whether Coca-Cola or Pepsi tasted better—one of those self-evident, foolish questions. But Yan Qing’s curiosity was uncontrollable. Even at the risk of breaking his character, he had to ask.
    

    

    
      “Explaining this is a bit tricky,” said Ying Ru Shi in return. “How about you tell us why you think a token is worth more than a manual?”
    

    

    
      Even though he knew Ying Ru Shi was testing him again, Yan Qing still answered earnestly, “Because a Messenger needs a token to unleash extraordinary power, whereas a manual at best can turn an ordinary person into a Messenger, and not even necessarily.”
    

    

    
      “So in your eyes, if the token is the weapon, then the manual merely transforms an ordinary person into a soldier.” Ying Ru Shi continued, “Do you think the weapon is more important than the soldier?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing raised an eyebrow. “That analogy doesn’t hold. Without a spear, a soldier can still fight with pitchforks, bamboo sticks, or stones. But a Messenger without a token is just an ordinary person.”
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, Yellow Dog seemed well-educated, perhaps even trained in logical debate… A flurry of thoughts passed through Ying Ru Shi’s mind before she continued, “Then let me put it this way: do you think there are more tokens in the world, or more manuals?”
    

    

    
      “Of course, more tokens. Manuals are single-use,” Yan Qing replied. “And those who use a manual can’t use the same one again, so people who need manuals…”
    

    

    
      He trailed off mid-sentence. Ying Ru Shi smiled and said, “You’ve realized it, haven’t you? No matter how many manuals a Secret Realm produces, they’re always in short supply. Even within the factions that control the Secret Realms, internal supply can’t meet demand. Many risk life and limb just to earn the right to purchase one.”
    

    

    
      “Thirty percent fatality rate,” Medicine Master Wen added coolly. “That’s the casualty rate of soldiers in a Second-Stage Military Camp Secret Realm that can stably produce manuals. Though they can pull in First-Stage Messengers from other camps, how can cultivation keep pace with rapid deployment? Second-Stage Military Camps often allow soldiers to exchange merit for manuals, so once they undergo Job Change, they can immediately contribute as combat force in Secret Realm offensives.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing clicked his tongue. Soldiers had to fight to earn merit, spend that merit to buy manuals and upgrade, then qualify for even fiercer battles… And yet, even under such brutal competitive mechanisms, only the fiercest one out of a hundred could ascend. The rest of the ordinary masses, despite living in a land where extraordinary powers existed, could only crawl along the ground, gazing up at the miracles in a Messenger’s palm.
    

    

    
      He was beginning to understand why manuals were so expensive.
    

    

    
      “Manuals are forever in short supply,” Medicine Master Wen sneered. “They can’t even meet the needs of the Military Camp, the Court, or the noble families. The excluded mortals—even if they’re wealthy merchants, declining aristocrats, or high-ranking officials—without a Third-Stage Messenger backing them, they don’t even qualify to buy a manual. The main cities just coddle them too well, letting them hoard all that money…”
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf has made the scarcity of manuals abundantly clear. Let me add one more thing,” Ying Ru Shi said. “Not everyone who buys a manual intends to become a Messenger. Or rather, even if they don’t undergo Job Change, they’re still content.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      “After using a manual, the average adult male sees his Vital Energy and Blood increase two to threefold. Even if they don’t become soldiers or fight, they can live a much more comfortable life. Not to mention, they don’t need to exert themselves or hone any skills—they instantly gain proficiency in a Basic Martial Art.” Ying Ru Shi paused for a moment. “Or to put it more plainly—Basic Manuals provide ordinary people with benefits like longevity, vitality enhancement, reproductive fortification, and beauty enhancement. No side effects at all, and the effects last for decades.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked, suddenly recalling how he’d been waking up each morning lately with a surge of Yang energy.
    

    

    
        That’s right, Basic Manuals didn’t merely teach someone a Martial Technique—the more important part was that they upgraded the user!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had always viewed Basic Manuals through the eyes of a game player. In a game world, Basic Manuals naturally weren’t worth much—after all, even playing casually, a player could quickly reach Level 10. In the original game The Messenger, there was no place for ordinary people.
    

    

    
      But in the real world, the overwhelming majority were just Level 1 ordinary people!
    

    

    
      If a Level 10 character equaled a war god, then a regular person at Level 5 after studying a manual was at least an elite. Moreover, it required no training, no time investment. Whether you were physically weak or a born slacker, so long as you learned a Basic Manual, you would instantly obtain an elite physique refined through thousands of battles... This wasn’t a Basic Manual—this was super soldier serum!
    

    

    
      No wonder so many people chased after it.
    

    

    
      “Even for a Messenger, buying a Basic Manual in a discipline they’re unfamiliar with is never a loss. At the very least, their Vital Energy and Blood will rise somewhat, and maybe they’ll even broaden their expertise further.” Ying Ru Shi crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I wonder if Basic Manuals will be sold again in the future, or perhaps... even more advanced goods?”
    

    

    
      “By comparison, I’m more curious about who sold them.” Medicine Master Wen rested her chin on her hand in thought. “This person... no, this organization, selling ten manuals—it’s definitely not just for a bit of Spirit Jade. A faction that can control the Trading Board could never be poor. Think about it, the Trading Board has existed in the Main City for who knows how many years, and no one ever discovered its true function. If not for this manual sale, no one would’ve known it was actually a trading platform that connected the entire world.”
    

    

    
      My apologies for being poor.
    

    

    
      “A one-seller trading platform,” Ying Ru Shi corrected.
    

    

    
      “Yes, anyone can buy from the Trading Board, but only a mysterious organization can sell items... I understand now!” Medicine Master Wen grew more and more convinced as she spoke. “Establishing credibility through action, every word worth its weight in gold—they are using these ten manuals to declare their existence to the world!”
    

    

    
      You understand nothing.
    

    

    
      “From now on, countless people will be watching for any changes on the Trading Board. Whatever this mysterious organization sells will draw attention and influence the prices of goods everywhere. And no one will be able to supervise or even block these transactions!” Medicine Master Wen said word by word, “This mysterious organization likely intends to use this unparalleled trading channel to manipulate the situation in the Central Plains at will!”
    

    

    
      “They could even use the Trading Board for long-distance transport,” Ying Ru Shi proposed another possibility. “For example, listing dangerous items like Fire Oil, and then having their contact in the Main City instantly buy it…”
    

    

    
      These two, taking turns like this, speculated on every tactic the mysterious organization might employ. Yan Qing listened with eyes wide open. He was still smug about having earned one hundred thousand Spirit Jade, but compared to these two schemers, he felt like getting the Treasure-Hunting Token was sheer waste. If it were in their hands, they might have stirred the entire world’s balance.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a hole opened up in the round stone table, and the sand table rumbled as it rose. The thieves immediately fell silent, watching as the sand table constructed a massive city. As the city’s outline became clearer, everyone turned to look at Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      Because Shang Xinlei had never hidden that she was from Jiangnan.
    

    

    
      「This Theft’s Target: Jiangnan, Yitian」
    

    

    
      「Arrival Location: The Archway at the Junction of Upper Ninth Road and Lower Ninth Road」
    

    

    
      「Arrival Time: Three days later at the third quarter of the Hour of the Rat」
    

    

    
      「Retreat Location: Immediate retreat upon reaching the Archway at the Junction of Upper Ninth Road and Lower Ninth Road」
    

    

    
      「Retreat Deadline: Third quarter of the Hour of the Ox」
    

    

    
      「Successful Theft: Obtain Token · Yitian」
    

    

    
      「Failed Theft: Lose 30,000 Spirit Jade and permanently forfeit access to Thieves' House」
    

    

    
      Golden light rose from the sand table, and the entire city turned transparent, then shrank smaller and smaller. A silver-white longsword appeared at the center of the sand table, and as the sword moved, the sand table’s landscape changed accordingly.
    

    

    
      Why was the silver-white sword moving?
    

    

    
      Because it wasn’t stowed in a treasury, nor locked away in a vault—it was worn at someone’s waist.
    

    

    
      “The famous sword Yitian!” Medicine Master Wen’s eyes lit up. “The sword once wielded by the West-Conquering General famed in the Outer Realms three hundred years ago! It actually ended up in the Liang Kingdom?”
    

    

    
      “No wonder there’s no fixed location—it’s in someone’s hands. That complicates things,” Ying Ru Shi said. “Red Snake, do you know who this person is? If you don’t, we’ll have to identify them first—”
    

    

    
      “I know who he is,” said Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    

    
      Everyone was a bit surprised. They didn’t expect Shang Xinlei to really know. Could this person be that famous?
    

    

    
      “In the third year of Yongding, the Grand General of Cavalry of Liang Kingdom suppressed the rebellion in the Gushu Military Camp. He was promoted to Attendant-in-waiting, Minister of Works, granted ceremonial authority, made Supervisor of the Palace Secretariat, and ennobled as Duke of Shixing Commandery. He was awarded the Yitian Sword, given privilege of no-name address during court salutes, and exempted from formalities in imperial audiences.”
    

    

    
      “The bearer of the Yitian Sword is none other than the current Prime Minister of Liang Kingdom, Third-Stage Messenger Shang Xuanwen.”
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      The thieves’ meeting today also ended in a rush.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that they had been on break too long to get back into work mode, but rather because the operation was scheduled for the early hours of the day after tomorrow, at midnight. It was now noon—there was no way to determine the night patrols, evening foot traffic, or lighting and shadow distribution for that future time. More importantly, they still needed to confirm where Shang Xuanwen would be spending the night. Without the target’s location, how could they make a plan?
    

    

    
      They agreed to reconvene at midnight tonight, and everyone returned to their rooms and disappeared. After Yan Qing closed his door, he didn’t remove his mask right away. Instead, he picked up Bingzi Pepper Forest—he had deliberately not worn Bingzi Pepper Forest earlier to avoid Medicine Master Wen and the others getting covetous. After a moment of waiting, a knock came at the door, just as expected.
    

    

    
      He opened only a sliver of the door, his right hand still resting on the hilt of Bingzi Pepper Forest. He looked at Shang Xinlei outside without saying a word.
    

    

    
      “How is she?” Shang Xinlei asked.
    

    

    
      “She’s fine.”
    

    

    
      “Can you tell me where she went?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei had anticipated Yan Qing’s refusal and nodded lightly. She glanced at Bingzi Pepper Forest beneath his hand, lost in thought, and fell into a long silence.
    

    

    
      “If there’s nothing else, then—”
    

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      “What are you thanking me for?” Yan Qing replied. “I don’t recall doing anything worth your thanks.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for helping my friend,” Shang Xinlei said sincerely. “If you hadn’t given her Bingzi Pepper Forest in advance…”
    

    

    
      When she saw Bingzi Pepper Forest, Shang Xinlei already knew that Yellow Dog had figured out her true identity.
    

    

    
      Since Yan Qing had lent Bingzi Pepper Forest to Jiang Ten, he would naturally learn from her that Shang Xinlei had advised her to leave Yellow Dog. From there, it wasn’t hard to deduce that Shang Xinlei was one of the thief women of the Thieves’ House. And there were only four members in the Thieves’ House—Red Snake from Jiangnan was the only correct answer.
    

    

    
      In fact, if Yan Qing had mistaken that tomboy Black Wolf or that hypocrite White Fox for her, Shang Xinlei would’ve been angry.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s occasional glances during the meeting had only confirmed Shang Xinlei’s suspicion.
    

    

    
      “What you choose to believe is your business. I only protect what is mine,” Yan Qing said calmly. “I don’t need your gratitude, just as I won’t accept your resentment if she ends up with no grave to be buried in one day.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei froze, staring blankly at Yan Qing, her voice filled with disbelief. “She’s so young, so beautiful, so incredibly talented, and so loyal to you. If I’m not mistaken, she even gave you all her earnings from Mansu Woodland, didn’t she? Doesn’t that increase her worth in your eyes? You—”
    

    

    
      “See you tonight.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing couldn’t be bothered to keep talking to her. He slammed the door shut with a bang, giving Shang Xinlei a solid dose of rejection. He braced himself for the sound of her pounding on the door, but outside remained silent. Only after a long pause did he hear Red Snake’s footsteps returning to her room.
    

    

    
      He had finally dealt with it.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had responded to Shang Xinlei so harshly on purpose. Though he could’ve used the opportunity to get closer to her and clean up his image as the cold and ruthless mastermind, after careful thought, he still didn’t want to be seen as a good person by others.
    

    

    
      Kindness required strength. Being a good person came at a cost. He was just a weakling—a coward who didn’t dare leave the Thieves’ House. He couldn’t even protect himself, let alone make promises.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t want others to see his kind side, because once they saw it, they’d always hope he would remain kind.
    

    

    
      Besides, Ye Si and Jiang Ten would one day die for his sake—just as they were born for his sake.
    

    

    
      In that sense, Shang Xinlei’s impression of him wasn’t wrong at all. He truly was a cold-blooded… game player.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the Thieves’ House, the door to White Fox’s room quietly closed.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi leaned against the door, biting her nails and murmured softly, “Red Snake’s friend is under Yellow Dog? That means Yellow Dog probably knows Red Snake’s true identity, and Red Snake might know Yellow Dog’s background?”
    

    

    
      Though Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei hadn’t exchanged a word during the meeting, Ying Ru Shi, as a member of the royal family who had survived under the Mad Emperor Ying Le, had developed a bone-deep instinct for reading expressions. In less than fifteen minutes, both Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei had secretly glanced at each other four or five times, and even locked eyes once—it was just like lovesick youths.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi had initially thought they were romantically involved, but it turned out to be a different kind of entanglement. She remembered An Wu and An Liu burning like self-immolating monks, and Yan San sacrificing himself for righteousness… Now Red Snake had discovered one of Yellow Dog’s subordinates in Jiangnan. What exactly was Yellow Dog plotting? How vast and hidden was the force under his command?
    

    

    
      Even after returning to her residence, Ying Ru Shi remained deep in thought about the implications of Red Snake and Yellow Dog knowing each other—until her maid knocked and entered her room.
    

    

    
      “My lady, these are letters sent from Pingcheng.”
    

    

    
      “Just place them on the desk.”
    

    

    
      Since the next mission would take place in Jiangnan City, Yan Qing naturally had to send an alternate character there in advance to investigate.
    

    

    
      Considering the relatively decent public security in the Jiangnan region, Yan Qing felt he could be bolder this time and invest more resources into the alternate character.
    

    

    
      First, he had to decide on the appearance. Though the view of a beautiful girl’s back and bottom was indeed pleasing to both body and mind and could prolong life, this time the primary task was investigation. If he created a stunning beauty, Yan Qing felt he might start a killing spree even before entering Jiangnan City.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing listed his requirements for this alternate character: someone who wouldn’t be bothered while traveling, wouldn’t attract attention while wandering Jiangnan City, ideally had a valid reason to enter various places, wouldn’t be harassed under normal circumstances, and could commit mass slaughter without implicating innocent people…
    

    

    
      Almost instinctively, the only identity that met all these conditions appeared in Yan Qing’s mind—
    

    

    
      A monk!
    

    

    
      He had just seen many temples in Jiangnan City, and monks were undeniably one of the most common humanoid entities in the region. Since monks could beg for alms and perform weddings and funerals, they were involved in people’s lives from birth to death—whether for the poor or the powerful. Thus, no one found it strange for monks to enter or exit any place. Even better, if a monk committed a crime, no one dared take it out on other monks.
    

    

    
      It’s you then, baldy!
    

    

    
      Since it was already bald, appearance didn’t matter. He simply used the default face to create a brawny man, which gave an extra 2 points in Vital Energy and Blood. For stat distribution, he went with the standard 3-3-4. The final character panel showed: 6 points Vital Energy and Blood, 1 point Spirit, 4 points Dexterity, 4 points Comprehension.
    

    

    
      There were more options in Talent Inheritance now. Besides Basic Martial Techniques, one could choose Advanced Blade Technique, Advanced Footwork, Advanced Dual Blade Technique, or even select “Secret Technique Talent: Shadow-Split Blade” and “Secret Technique Talent: Left Curve, Right Sweep”!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing clicked to inspect and found that Secret Technique Talents didn’t grant immediate mastery of the technique. Instead, they allowed the alternate character to comprehend the technique directly as long as the specific conditions were met.
    

    

    
      For instance, the condition to comprehend Shadow-Split Blade was to max out either Advanced Blade Technique or Advanced Dual Blade Technique. No need for a Secret Technique Book, no reliance on luck, and the conditions weren’t harsh. As long as one progressed steadily, the requirement could be fulfilled.
    

    

    
      Don’t be fooled by how casually Yan Qing earned Secret Technique Books by clearing instances—authentic Secret Technique Books only dropped from Third-Stage Secret Realms and a few Second-Stage Secret Realm bosses, and even then, they weren’t necessarily suitable for the player. In contrast, this new system let one preselect a secret technique right from character creation. Combined with basic and advanced talents, the new alternate character could ascend to Third-Stage smoothly with no bottleneck!
    

    

    
      This was just too…
    

    

    
      Much fun!
    

    

    
      The growing number of available talents reminded Yan Qing of his two favorite single-player genres: RogueLike and CRPG. The hallmark of these games was letting players freely build a skill system. With the right combinations, the character’s power would skyrocket like stepping on one’s own foot to launch into the sky. This character-building process was what players referred to as a “build.”
    

    

    
      The Job Change system in The Messenger already hinted at a build-like feel, and now the Talent Inheritance system in Real Mode significantly lowered the difficulty of building. At this moment, Yan Qing could already create a blade-specialist alternate character who would ascend directly to Third-Stage. When his main character gained more levels and resources, he couldn’t even imagine what kind of monstrous alternate characters he’d be able to create.
    

    

    
      Let’s not forget, milestones were shared across the entire account!
    

    

    
      Normally, Yan Qing disliked grind-heavy games, but at this moment, he really felt the urge to grind The Messenger intensely. No wonder The Messenger could attract over a million online players—truly addictive.
    

    

    
      But the price for playing this way wasn’t small either.
    

    

    
      "Basic Footwork Talent: 12 hours of gameplay time"
    

    

    
      "Basic Blade Technique Talent: 12 hours of gameplay time"
    

    

    
      "Advanced Blade Technique Talent: 36 hours of gameplay time"
    

    

    
      "Secret Technique Talent: Shadow-Split Blade: 108 hours of gameplay time"
    

    

    
      Even though Yan Qing kept the game online constantly, purchasing these four talents still made his heart ache. Unlike other resources, gameplay time couldn’t be obtained any other way—it could only be earned by grinding, slowly increasing with every hour of play.
    

    

    
      If this alternate character died, Yan Qing probably wouldn’t dare invest in high-level talents again for a long time.
    

    

    
      As for the name, since Shang Xinlei had already guessed his identity from Jiang Ten’s name, Yan Qing decided to use a different encoding system—something not easily recognized by others.
    

    

    
      The Chinese Zodiac it is.
    

    

    
      And to help recognize the character’s background, Yan Qing decided that all future alternate characters would be given preset background identities, with names to match.
    

    

    
      So, monk, your Dharma name is—“Rat Monk”!
    

    

    
      “Jiangnan Affiliated Newbie Village,” begin game!
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      Unlike the last time, it was a clear sunny day. The 'Rat Monk' descended into a narrow alley of the market, and outside it was quite noisy. The cries of peddlers could be heard from afar.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing did not rush to go out but instead retrieved a Black Band from the Public Storage and had the 'Rat Monk' wear it.
    

    

    
      In the Jiangnan region, walking around without a Household Band could get one reported as a spy. This Black Band of the 'Rat Monk' was given to Jiang Ten by Qian Gongyu. Now that Jiang Ten was enjoying privileges at the Pingcheng Military Camp, it was only natural to pass the Black Band identification to a lower-level alternate character who needed it more.
    

    

    
      The 'Rat Monk' walked openly out of the alley. As expected, although he wasn't as eye-catching as Jiang Ten, he still didn’t blend into the crowd. After all, on the entire street, he was the only bald head. With the sun blazing above, he was practically a mobile oversized lightbulb.
    

    

    
      The atmosphere of Buddhist faith in Jiangnan was indeed strong. Passersby greeted the 'Rat Monk' with joined palms. Even if only for disguise, Yan Qing had to return the gesture. A path less than a hundred meters took nearly a minute to walk. He couldn’t afford to keep wandering like this, so Yan Qing casually approached an old woman selling persimmon cakes.
    

    

    
      "This benefactor, may I ask which direction Jiangnan City is in?"
    

    

    
      Although he had a bald head and the system’s Default Face, the 'Rat Monk' still looked decent—young, fair-skinned, kind-featured, bearing some resemblance to the Tang Monk from Journey to the West. The old woman did not doubt his identity in the slightest. She quickly wiped her hands and handed over two persimmon cakes.
    

    

    
      "Little Master, have some persimmon cakes. They're delicious!"
    

    

    
      "This poor monk is not hungry, merely wishes to know which direction Jiangnan City lies in, and how long it will take to get there."
    

    

    
      "Jiangnan City? Dogwa's father, come over here! There's a monk heading to Jiangnan City—give him a ride!"
    

    

    
      Ten minutes later, Yan Qing looked at the 'Rat Monk' sitting atop a cluttered ox-cart, swaying along the road heading southeast. When he learned that Jiangnan City was a four-hour walk away, Yan Qing had considered conjuring up a few monstrous fellow disciples to accompany the 'Rat Monk'. However, the old couple was so hospitable and insisted on giving the monk a lift. The ox-cart was only so big, so Yan Qing had no choice but to let the 'Rat Monk' travel alone.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing set the 'Rat Monk' to chanting mode and then switched over to the alternate character 'Jiang Ten'. Since he was idle anyway, he decided to run some Instances.
    

    

    
      After completing three Instances, Yan Qing switched back to the 'Rat Monk' and saw that Jiangnan County City was already visible in the distance. Upon hearing the chanting behind him cease, the old man immediately asked:
    

    

    
      "Little Master, are you thirsty or hungry? I have cakes and water here—"
    

    

    
      "No, no need. This poor monk is fine."
    

    

    
      "Little Master, just ahead is the Commercial Post, where tax officials have set up a checkpoint. I, this old man..."
    

    

    
      "Understood. Just let me off here."
    

    

    
      Once the 'Rat Monk' alighted from the cart, Yan Qing noticed the old man fidgeting with unease, as if he wanted to speak but hesitated. Yan Qing took the initiative to ask:
    

    

    
      "Does the benefactor have something to say?"
    

    

    
      "Ah, hmm." The old man mumbled for a while before sheepishly speaking up. "Little Master, my daughter-in-law is with child and due soon. I was wondering, could you perhaps light incense at a temple and pray for the safety of mother and child? I’ve heard the temples in Jiangnan City are very efficacious."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked.
    

    

    
      "Of course I can."
    

    

    
      "Also, I heard from others that the Buddha and Bodhisattva at the Divine Marquis Estate are especially efficacious." The old man's face turned red. "If possible, could you also ask them to bless my family?"
    

    

    
      Feeling that his requests were piling up, he hurriedly fetched a bundle of persimmon cakes from the cart and stuffed them toward Yan Qing. Yan Qing found himself caught in an awkward spot—not knowing whether to accept or decline—so he quickly explained:
    

    

    
      "The temples have not yet enshrined the Buddha and Bodhisattva of the Divine Marquis Estate. These persimmon cakes, benefactor, please take them back—"
    

    

    
      "No, no need. They’re not worth much. Little Master, have them for the road!"
    

    

    
      As if afraid Yan Qing would return the cakes, the old man hastily drove the ox-cart away. Yan Qing was caught between amusement and helplessness. He had no choice but to store the persimmon cakes into the Public Storage and then began briskly running toward Jiangnan City.
    

    

    
      The 'Rat Monk' soon arrived at the Commercial Post the old man had mentioned. On the road, four or five men had set up a checkpoint—clearly tax officials. Upon seeing someone approach, they all stood upright, but when they realized it was a bald man, they immediately lost interest.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought he could just walk past, but unexpectedly they still stopped the 'Rat Monk' and lazily extended a hand.
    

    

    
      "Ordination certificate."
    

    

    
      "Ordination certificate?"
    

    

    
      "Monk, you don’t have an ordination certificate? Who allowed you to become a monk?" The tax official suddenly became spirited. "Brothers, come quick, it’s a rogue monk who got ordained without approval—capture him and we’ll claim the reward!"
    

    

    
      Before he could summon others, the 'Rat Monk' immediately bolted at full speed. No matter how hard the tax officials chased, how could they possibly catch up to the 'Rat Monk' with an innate 6 points of Vital Energy and Blood? Before long, they were far behind, and Jiangnan County City was already within reach.
    

    

    
      A miscalculation—monks required a special identification as well. This was something Yan Qing couldn't obtain. Still, as long as he made it into Jiangnan City, which had a main city protection mechanism, even without an ID, the 'Rat Monk' wouldn't be expelled. So if the ordination certificate problem could be solved, great—if not, it wouldn’t hinder the plan.
    

    

    
      Just like Chang'an County City, Jiangnan County City outside the main city zone was also bustling. The ground was paved with blue bricks, tile-roofed buildings stood in rows, voices rang loud and clear, and roadside food stalls abounded. The hustle and bustle made Yan Qing feel like he was walking through a commercial pedestrian street. What was even more astonishing was that there was hardly any dirt road. Every visible surface was paved with blue bricks.
    

    

    
      If his guess was right, there must be a Secret Realm nearby. The construction materials of Jiangnan County City must have been sourced from that Secret Realm—otherwise, it would be impossible to achieve such uniformity and high quality. Just like how the architectural style of the Pingcheng Military Camp matched that of the 'Zhen Sanshan' Secret Realm, Jiangnan County City's buildings were likely also closely tied to a nearby Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      Wandering about and occasionally returning greetings from passersby, Yan Qing spent nearly an hour just to reach the gate of Jiangnan City. He had resolved to simply dash through if the gate guards asked for the ordination certificate, but perhaps due to the 'Rat Monk's' solemn and dignified appearance, the guards greeted him with joined palms and let him pass without a word.
    

    

    
      "You have entered the main city: Jiangnan."
    

    

    
      "Based on your level, you can now access the following Milestone Information:"
    

    

    
      (Previously displayed milestones are not repeated.)
    

    

    
      "Gold-Tier Guide: You have charted complete maps of Jiangnan, Chang'an, and Buye Tian."
    

    

    
      "Old Jiangnan: You have discovered the nineteen hidden Haha Grass in Jiangnan City (0/19)."
    

    

    
      "Jiangnan Riverside Scroll: You found a perfect vantage point that captures all of Jiangnan in one glance."
    

    

    
      "Trap Card: The tiles in Jiangnan City are damaged differently every day. Stepping on them sprays sewage. You’ve triggered the trap one hundred times (0/100)."
    

    

    
      "I Walk on the Edge of a Cliff: There is a red-painted line on the ground of Jiangnan City. You walked the entire city with both feet stepping exactly on that red line."
    

    

    
      "Raise your level or unlock more milestones to gain further Milestone Information."
    

    

    
      Jiangnan City was huge!
    

    

    
      After entering the city, Yan Qing found himself momentarily at a loss. Unlike last time when he headed straight for Anguo Temple, now the Heaven-Relying Sword was being carried by Shang Xuanwen. Who knew where Shang Xuanwen was—should he investigate the department where he reported for duty, or should he investigate his residence?
    

    

    
      Or… Yan Qing looked at the ground and discovered there really was a red-painted line.
    

    

    
      Should he try to complete the challenge "I Walk on the Edge of a Cliff"?
    

    

    
      Wait, Shang Xuanwen’s home…
    

    

    
      Yan Qing vaguely associated a few things, but just then he spotted a temple at the end of the street and remembered the old man’s request. He figured he should first complete the Side Quest of offering incense for the old man.
    

    

    
      "Senior Brother, are you here to seek temporary lodging at our temple?"
    

    

    
      "Not so. This poor monk has come to offer incense for someone else, to pray for blessings and avert misfortune."
    

    

    
      "Of course, of course. Would you like the Lotus Sea Incense at fifty Spirit Jade per stick, or the Maha Prajna Incense at thirty Spirit Jade?"
    

    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    

    
      "If funds are tight, we also have the Taiyi Salvation Incense at nine Spirit Jade, or the Azure Luan Wish-Carrying Incense at five Spirit Jade. If none of those work, there’s still the Vajra Incense at one Spirit Jade per stick."
    

    

    
      "Why does offering incense cost so much?"
    

    

    
      "No money, and you still dare come to pray? Get out!"
    

    

    
      Even until the 'Rat Monk' was driven out of the temple, Yan Qing hadn't come to his senses.
    

    

    
      Damn it, Spirit Jade had terrifying purchasing power. In Chang'an, a single Spirit Jade could buy a hundred bowls of wonton noodles. And here, it could only buy one stick of incense? And that was the cheapest option?
    

    

    
      Even though Yan Qing wasn’t short on money—he had just earned over a hundred thousand Spirit Jade today and was at his wealthiest—he couldn’t accept being ripped off by a bunch of Bald Monks like some gullible fool!
    

    

    
      Wouldn’t it be better to spend that money on wonton noodles than donate it to a temple?
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing had given the old man his word. Unless he truly couldn't accomplish it, he was the type who wouldn’t sleep well after breaking a promise. All he could say was, the main city had saved those monks’ hides. If they had been outside, Yan Qing would’ve at least given them a beating and forcefully offered some "tyrannical incense" as an act of doing good.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked around the bustling, incense-filled cityscape of towers and pavilions. He refused to believe that in such a vast Jiangnan City, he wouldn’t find a temple that didn’t fleece people.
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      He really couldn’t find one.
    

    

    
      The veneration of Buddhism in Jiangnan City was indeed fervent. There was a temple every three streets and a Buddhist pagoda forest every five, with incense burning in abundance and devotees everywhere. Compassionate statues filled the view, and pious chanting filled the ears. Among the four hundred and eighty temples in Jiangnan, towers and pavilions locked in fragrance from Jinling.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing couldn’t find a place where he could offer incense.
    

    

    
      Even the first temple he encountered could be considered somewhat decent. The minimum charge in the following temples started at five Spirit Jade. There wasn’t even a cheap incense stick for one Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      At first, Yan Qing was a bit annoyed and wanted to curse out these money-grubbing monks, but later he didn’t even bother. Seeing only expensive incense, he simply turned around and left.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that he couldn’t afford the pricey incense, but rather that temples reeking of money had no right to receive his worship.
    

    

    
      To be honest, given Yan Qing’s current efficiency of earning one thousand Spirit Jade every half an hour, the time he had already wasted far exceeded the price of a single incense stick. But that’s just how Yan Qing was—ruthless and efficient when playing games, without an ounce of compassion. Yet, if he believed it worthwhile, he could spend dozens or even hundreds of times more effort just to achieve a seemingly trivial result.
    

    

    
      For example, in The Legend of Sword and Fairy 1, there was a rumor that collecting 99 puppet insects could save Lin Yue Ru—he tried it. In Red Dead Redemption 2, just to have Arthur wear the Eastern Legend outfit, he used a bug to complete all the challenges. In Black Myth: Wukong, upon seeing the Fourth Sister captured, he was ready to wage a full battle with Wind Spirit Moon Shadow.
    

    

    
      The old man and woman who did a good deed daily had helped him along the way only in hopes that he might offer prayers for their daughter-in-law. Even without any reward, Yan Qing was willing to fulfill their request wholeheartedly.
    

    

    
      He wanted to find a truly compassionate temple, even if he had to earn an incense stick through labor—he would never spend money in a scammy temple. He couldn’t really explain the difference between ‘incense earned through labor’ and ‘incense bought with money.’ He didn’t even truly believe in divine protection, yet stubbornly felt that only the former could repay the old couple’s kindness.
    

    

    
      Of course, Yan Qing could afford this leisurely attitude because he had nothing urgent to do.
    

    

    
      After entering Jiangnan City, the ‘Rat Monk’ had already achieved his current goal. They would discuss their action plan tonight around midnight, and only then could Yan Qing decide where to send the ‘Rat Monk’ to investigate.
    

    

    
      He continued walking down the main road, visiting one temple after another, getting driven away repeatedly. As the sun began to dip westward, Yan Qing remained patient. He bought street snacks as he walked, to the point where he wouldn’t need dinner later. Along the way, he admired the beauties of Jiangnan—perhaps because it was a main city, the streets were filled with young women holding parasols, brimming with youth, laughter, and joy. Whenever they saw the ‘Rat Monk’, they would press their palms together and greet him with a smile.
    

    

    
      Such fine weather should be spent strolling the streets, admiring beauties, enjoying freshly made street snacks, and feeling the cool breeze from the riverside—not holed up indoors like a little rat, peering into others’ lives through a screen.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing began reflecting again. After reflecting, he continued eating his dumplings. That’s all his self-reflection amounted to—he wouldn’t go out even if it were safe.
    

    

    
      Unknowingly, the ‘Rat Monk’ had reached the inner ring of Jiangnan City, where one could see the palace walls from afar. Just as Yan Qing planned to head towards the temples in the eastern district, he noticed a crowd in front of a nearby temple. It seemed like a commotion.
    

    

    
      "Let go of me! Let go! I won’t go, I won’t!"
    

    

    
      "Aiya, young lady, making such a fuss will only hurt yourself. When you bring shame to the Li Family, who knows what punishment awaits you."
    

    

    
      "Stop talking nonsense with this brat. You belong to the Li Family alive or dead, and yet you dare try to run?"
    

    

    
      A few robust women surrounded a young girl. Her hair was disheveled with a wooden hairpin stuck in it. Her slender waist was wrapped in a patched, filthy grey garment. On her wrist was a grey Household Band—clearly from a poor background. Yet, despite her unkempt appearance and plain attire, her natural beauty was undeniable.
    

    

    
      The robust women, armed with clubs, didn’t strike her. They surrounded her with a makeshift cage, pushing her along. No matter how An Cuihua struggled, she couldn’t break their encirclement—like a rabbit caught in a trap.
    

    

    
      Outside the group of women were several servants shouting, "Everyone, this is An Cuihua’s deed of sale. Our master bought her from her father for thirty Spirit Jade, stamped by the government—it’s not coercion! Please, clear the way, clear the way!"
    

    

    
      Many onlookers gathered, murmuring and gossiping. After eavesdropping for a while, Yan Qing got the gist of the situation: An Cuihua’s father was a gambling addict who lost everything. Seeing his daughter grown, he sold her to the Li Family for gambling funds. But An Cuihua refused and fled to Jiangnan City overnight. With no money or relatives, where could she hide in Jiangnan? She survived by begging near major temples and was quickly found by the Li Family.
    

    

    
      Such incidents seemed common. Many debtors, having no way out, fled to Jiangnan City to seek divine protection. But as the saying goes: where there’s virtue, there’s vice. Just like the Li Family could send robust women to ‘confine’ An Cuihua, Jiangnan wasn’t outside the law. Creditors with enough manpower could still subdue debtors.
    

    

    
      The servants, afraid of interference, kept reiterating their legality. Even in court, they had the upper hand. So the crowd just watched. No one thought they were wrong. A few ruffians even offered shady advice: "Hey, go left, escape from the left!" "You idiot, poke their eyes and you might get out!" "Just poop right here—last time someone got away with a handful of shit!"
    

    

    
      But the robust women seemed very experienced. No matter what An Cuihua did, they neither flinched nor dodged. They suppressed all bodily reactions and moved like a mobile prison, pushing An Cuihua forward. She screamed hysterically like a madwoman, but after days without food, how could she overpower those thick-armed women? She only ended up weakly slumped on the ground like a pile of trash, yet was still kicked forward by their feet.
    

    

    
      "I don’t want to go… I don’t want to…" An Cuihua sobbed uncontrollably, crying to the crowd, "Please help me, I can work—I can raise pigs, weave cloth—please help me! I will repay you, I will!"
    

    

    
      Those whom An Cuihua cried out to for help all shook their heads and turned away. Though some showed a trace of sympathy on their faces, none wished to invite trouble. An Cuihua was on the verge of despair. She reached out through the gaps between the robust women, trying to grab the foot of a passerby. "Kind madam, help me, I don’t want to go... kind sir..."
    

    

    
      "Master, please help me!"
    

    

    
      "Sigh."
    

    

    
      The young monk dressed in Coarse Linen Robe let out a helpless sigh and walked toward the robust women. The servants immediately noticed him and shouted, "Hold on, Master, we are—"
    

    

    
      Pa!
    

    

    
      The ‘Rat Monk’ grabbed a robust woman with one hand and flung her out like a sandbag. Though he was only Level 1, with 6 points of Vital Energy and Blood by default, ordinary people were no more than toys before him. Even if the robust women tried to fight back, he could effortlessly dodge and counter. In no time, all six robust women were thrown out, and he even leveled up in the process.
    

    

    
      "You’ve comprehended Basic Fist Technique, current level: 1"
    

    

    
      "Your Vital Energy and Blood increased by 0.5"
    

    

    
      "Your Spirit increased by 0.5"
    

    

    
      "Your Dexterity increased by 1"
    

    

    
      "You have reached Level 2!"
    

    

    
      An Cuihua quickly got up and hid behind him, wiping her dirty little face. Her voice was hoarse and choked with sobs. "Thank you, thank you, Master..."
    

    

    
      "May I ask where Master has cultivated? What is your Dharma name?" Upon seeing the ‘Rat Monk’s’ skills, the servant knew this matter could no longer be resolved peacefully. "My master is Li Chongxin of the Li Family. Might we form a karmic bond?"
    

    

    
      "You don’t know who I am?" the ‘Rat Monk’ asked.
    

    

    
      "I am familiar with all the abbots and heads of the major Buddhist temples in the city. Master, I must admit you are a stranger to me." The servant glanced at the ‘Rat Monk’s’ tattered clothing. "However, with such skills, if you allow me to introduce you to my master, perhaps you might find a good position."
    

    

    
      "Good. Now get lost." The ‘Rat Monk’ waved his hand.
    

    

    
      "Ah? But Master, if you don’t leave a Dharma name, how can we find you?"
    

    

    
      "That’s the point—I don’t want you to find me. So long as I’m here, you’re not taking her today."
    

    

    
      The servant fully understood now. This big monk before him was just a meddlesome scoundrel. He glanced at An Cuihua and sneered without mirth. "Very well, we’ll return tomorrow. I’d like to see how long Master can protect this wretch."
    

    

    
      "You, and you, stay behind and keep watch. Report to the family immediately if anything happens."
    

    

    
      Though the group departed, two servants stayed behind blatantly to keep an eye on An Cuihua.
    

    

    
      Clearly, the moment the ‘Rat Monk’ left or An Cuihua tried to leave Jiangnan City, they would immediately report back to the Li Family to capture her. An Cuihua realized this too. Her body trembled, and her right hand clung tightly to the ‘Rat Monk’s’ sleeve, as if holding onto a lifeline.
    

    

    
      With no more spectacle to watch, the surrounding crowd gradually dispersed. The ‘Rat Monk’ led An Cuihua to the roadside, and the two servants followed, keeping their distance while watching closely.
    

    

    
      "Do you have any relatives you can turn to? Or any place you can go? Any shops you’ve worked at before?"
    

    

    
      To every question, An Cuihua shook her head while crying. She rubbed her eyes and sobbed, "I... I only have my father..."
    

    

    
      "You were wrong."
    

    

    
      The ‘Rat Monk’ turned his head. At some point, a middle-aged man with a blank expression had appeared behind him.
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      “You shouldn’t have saved her.” The middle-aged man spoke blandly.
    

    

    
      I know, Yan Qing thought.
    

    

    
      Although violence could solve many problems, there were many that could not be resolved through violence alone. In the case of An Cuihua, helping her drive away the Robust Woman’s servant was only the first step. The more important step was how to properly place her—if he only helped her escape her immediate crisis and then left her to fend for herself, it would merely delay the time before she was captured by the Li Family.
    

    

    
      Redeem her with money? What if she was sold again?
    

    

    
      Give her money to run away? A lone girl carrying money to another place might fare worse than simply entering the Li Family honestly.
    

    

    
      So after understanding the situation, Yan Qing didn’t act immediately, because he could save her for a moment, but not for a lifetime.
    

    

    
      If handled poorly, he might even ruin her entire life.
    

    

    
      If An Cuihua hadn’t grabbed the Rat Monk’s foot in the end and pleaded to him, Yan Qing truly might not have taken action.
    

    

    
      But even so, Yan Qing was not the kind of person who accepted others’ opinions so easily, so he invoked a lofty principle: “Saving a life is more meritorious than building a seven-story pagoda.”
    

    

    
      “Save? You only harmed her,” the middle-aged man said. “You bald monk may think you’re performing a good deed, yet you’ve only pushed An Cuihua into the abyss. Do you think her father simply found a broker and sold her to the highest bidder?”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t he?”
    

    

    
      “Of course not. Brokers are all regulated by the authorities, and the buying and selling of slaves requires strict verification. In Great Liang, only noble families are allowed to keep slaves, and even then, not all nobles can buy them. Only those with good credibility can purchase slaves first. Families with poor credibility might not receive any new slaves for decades.”
    

    

    
      “What defines good or bad credibility?”
    

    

    
      “The number of slave deaths each year,” the middle-aged man revealed a shocking statistic. “Whether from illness, beatings, or old age, the more that die, the worse the credibility. If a family lost more than five slaves last year, even if the broker has slaves, they cannot sell to that family.”
    

    

    
      “Li Chongxin of the Li Family, Assistant Minister of the Imperial Treasury, belongs to a top-credibility family, with an average of only one slave death per year. For An Cuihua to enter the Li Family, life might be bitter, but at least she would have decades of food and clothing. Now that you helped her drive off the servants, you’ve surely provoked the entire Li Family. When she falls into their hands again, she will not fare well.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing remained silent for a moment and replied, “I can help her flee to another region—”
    

    

    
      “Flee? Unless she escapes to the Zhou or Qi Kingdoms, she will forever bear the status of a fugitive slave in the household register.” The middle-aged man shook his head. “The Household Band must be renewed yearly, and must be done at the local government office. The Li Family bought her from her father, witnessed by a broker, and registered in the government records. A year later, she must either turn herself in as a fugitive or live in Great Liang as a Black Household—Big Monk, do you think she can survive as a Black Household?”
    

    

    
      “Moreover, can she really let go of her father?” The middle-aged man looked at An Cuihua. “Don’t be fooled by the fact that her father sold her—she lost her mother young and grew up relying on her father. He hasn’t always been bad; occasionally, he showed warmth. If he hadn’t been set up and lost money gambling, he might not have sold his daughter.”
    

    

    
      “When the Li Family comes to collect the debt from her father and he begs her for help, do you think she can stand by and do nothing?”
    

    

    
      An Cuihua looked at the middle-aged man with eyes full of fear, trembling all over as if staring at a monster. “You… how do you know so much about my family…”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, her strength seemed to suddenly drain away. She let go of the Rat Monk’s sleeve and lowered her head. “He’s right, Master… I’m sorry. It was my trouble… I… I’ll just go to the Li Family…”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      The Rat Monk reached out to stop her and said in a deep voice, “I will find a way.”
    

    

    
      “I originally thought, Big Monk, that you were just a foolish do-gooder. I didn’t expect you to be a hypocrite unwilling to admit your mistake.” The middle-aged man shook his head. “If you truly wanted what was best for her, you should take her to apologize to the Li Family. The longer you drag this out, the worse her future will be.”
    

    

    
      “Her predicament wasn’t caused today, but by her birth, her family, her social ties, and her appearance. You may think being a slave or servant is pitiful, but that is already the most suitable role for her. Even if you want her to rise higher, her worldview, education, instincts, and family will drag her back to her place.”
    

    

    
      “Heaven has its course, and all things their place. What gives you the right to think you can change another’s life?”
    

    

    
      “I’m not sure,” Yan Qing replied, “but I’m willing to try.”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man said nothing more. His expression unchanged, he turned and left. But from the forcefulness of his turn, it was clear he was quite displeased.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing paid him no mind. He looked at the trembling, rabbit-like An Cuihua and wondered who he could ask to take her in.
    

    

    
      Indeed, Yan Qing actually had many connections in Great Liang. Below were people like Qian Gongyu; above were Jie's Yuanshao and Shang Xinlei. Any one of those noble ladies could easily handle this small problem. But once he contacted them, it would inevitably expose the connection between the Rat Monk and Jiang Ten. Even with his toes, Yan Qing could figure that many people in Great Liang were now searching for leads on Jiang Ten. Once the Rat Monk appeared before them…
    

    

    
      Sigh, just thinking about it was troublesome.
    

    

    
      But since the words were already spoken, Yan Qing had no intention of taking them back. It seemed he could only take it one step at a time. But whatever he did, the first order of business was to deal with those two tailing servants—otherwise, it would be far too easy to leak his own information…
    

    

    
        Eh?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing shifted his perspective and discovered that the two servants had disappeared. Noticing that he was searching for the servants, An Cuihua whispered, “Master, I just saw that man say a few words to the servants, and then they left.”
    

    

    
      That middle-aged man?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked. For some reason, he suddenly felt like laughing and casually picked up a nearby persimmon cake and took a bite.
    

    

    
      Quite tasty.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      A thunderous explosion erupted not far away, shaking even the screen!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing raised his viewpoint and saw a fireman running on the rooftop.
    

    

    
      Truly a fireman, wrapped entirely in blazing flames, the temperature so intense that even from a distance one could see the air warping from the heat!
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing quickly realized he was wrong, because it wasn’t just one—it was six firemen! They charged in from six directions like six mud trucks, and their target was unmistakably the middle-aged man who had just spoken with Yan Qing!
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man showed not the slightest panic. Instead, he immediately ran in the opposite direction, attempting to escape their encirclement.
    

    

    
      Thud!
    

    

    
      Suddenly the ground caved in massively. Amidst the dust, Yan Qing saw people lying in ambush below. This spot had clearly long been dug into a trap, waiting for the target to step in and fall!
    

    

    
      At the same time, the seemingly stunned bystanders around them instantly took out various jars and threw them into the pit. With the clinking sound combined with the charging firemen, Yan Qing immediately realized those jars must be filled with fire oil.
    

    

    
      Pit, fire oil, firemen!
    

    

    
      Move after move, flawless execution!
    

    

    
      Even though Yan Qing had once orchestrated the burning of Anguo Temple—such a “feat”—compared to this perfectly choreographed series of attacks, his own plan now seemed embarrassingly naive. These firemen were not some alternate characters he created. Just what level of benefit or hatred could drive so many people to endure the agony of being engulfed in flames, just to perish together with the middle-aged man?
    

    

    
      Unclear who either side was, unclear what grudges existed, and unclear what rewards might be gained—should he interfere?
    

    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    

    
      A fireman near the Rat Monk was suddenly kicked in the head. Though it caused no real damage, the force still made him stumble. Even with medicinal support, the flames were so agonizing they blurred his consciousness. Upon seeing a monk blocking his path, he immediately lunged, eager for the monk to taste his pain!
    

    

    
      From the first exchange, Yan Qing noticed the opponent’s Vital Energy and Blood were incredibly strong. Even the Rat Monk couldn’t knock him back with a single blow—clearly not a Messenger, but definitely a seasoned martial artist. But Yan Qing didn’t intend to win. He only needed to delay, to prevent the completion of the Six-Firemen Formation.
    

    

    
      Crack! Boom!
    

    

    
      The sound of shattering jars, flames erupting, and collapsing rubble all exploded at once. The ground trembled violently like a dragon turning over, a clear sign of how terrifying the blast within the pit was.
    

    

    
      But since the encirclement failed, the middle-aged man managed to escape from the billowing smoke. A faint shield shimmered on his body—it was clearly the Heartguard Mirror shield that Yan Qing knew well. At this moment, six of the seven mirror layers had shattered. He had nearly perished in the inferno due to the defensive token breaking!
    

    

    
      Seeing the Rat Monk intercepting the fireman, the middle-aged man said nothing. He simply kicked the fireman away and signaled the Rat Monk to follow him. The two sprinted madly down the main street, surrounded by the chaotic screams of the crowd.
    

    

    
      “It’s over?”
    

    

    
      “I doubt it.”
    

    

    
      As the middle-aged man finished speaking, the ground beneath them instantly collapsed. Just as Yan Qing thought this was another fireman assault, he realized the pit actually had a sloped slide. The Rat Monk and the middle-aged man slid down uncontrollably. The middle-aged man tried to steady himself, but the slope was all sand, offering no grip!
    

    

    
      They slid for nearly ten seconds before reaching the bottom, where the sound of breaking bottles echoed—clearly shattered upon impact during the fall.
    

    

    
      The bottom was pitch-black, the height seemingly only enough for one person to stand. Yan Qing couldn’t jump.
    

    

    
      “It’s fire oil,” the middle-aged man said. “The entire place is filled with fire oil. You and I are both soaked in it. What happened earlier was just a test—this is the real kill trap.”
    

    

    
      A sloped slide that allowed only entry, not exit, and a base filled with fire oil—this was indeed a death trap. Yan Qing had no idea how to escape.
    

    

    
      They were done for.
    

    

    
      “Will firemen come down?” Yan Qing asked.
    

    

    
      “Firemen won’t survive this long, and they have an easier option.”
    

    

    
      Gurgle. They looked up and saw something sliding down the slope—bright and glowing—it was a torch!
    

    

    
      As the torch neared, the sound of a sword being drawn came from the middle-aged man’s side. He pinned the torch into the sand, and due to the lack of oxygen, it soon extinguished.
    

    

    
      “Why did you come to save me?” the middle-aged man asked.
    

    

    
      “I saw you wave off those two servants, thought you were a good person,” Yan Qing sighed. “Forget it. I already regret it. I didn’t think I’d die here.”
    

    

    
      “That’s the lesson, Big Monk. Heaven has its course. Interfere with another’s fate, and you’ll suffer unimaginable backlash.”
    

    

    
      “That’s how you treat someone who saved your life?”
    

    

    
      “Without you, I would’ve escaped all the same. With you, I might not survive either. Your kindness is meaningless.”
    

    

    
      “Then why did you wave off those two servants?”
    

    

    
      “Just curiosity. Just like I was curious why you saved An Cuihua. I’ve been watching. You didn’t intend to act until she grabbed your foot. Was it compassion?”
    

    

    
      “I just hoped someone else would save her,” Yan Qing replied. “Someone in Jiangnan City with power and status, someone who could give An Cuihua a job. Only someone like that could save her life. But until she turned to me, there was no such person.”
    

    

    
      “Then it can only be me. Only me.”
    

    

    
      After a brief silence, another torch fell. The middle-aged man once again stabbed it into the sand and said, “If we make it out alive, I’ll grant you one request.”
    

    

    
      “Make it two.”
    

    

    
      “One is to take care of An Cuihua. What’s the other?”
    

    

    
      “Offer incense for me. Not in some copper-stinking temple, but in one that accepts the poor. Pray to the Bodhisattva for a peaceful delivery for the daughter-in-law of an old man who sells persimmon cakes.”
    

    

    
      In the darkness, the middle-aged man seemed surprised by Yan Qing’s request. He stayed silent for a long while before replying:
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      In the dark, the middle-aged man tossed over a sword. By now, the sloped passage was filled with torches—the people above had thrown many down.
    

    

    
      “Though not a token, it’s a fine sword. Whether we survive depends on how hard you fight.”
    

    

    
      As the torches approached, Yan Qing quickly thrust out. Using the torch’s light, he saw that the sword in the Rat Monk’s hand was indeed extraordinary—its blade was icy-cold, its carvings intricate—and it even… looked a bit familiar.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but ask, “Fine sword. What’s it called?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man replied, “Yitian.”
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      When the rope slid down into the pit, the ‘Rat Monk’ and the middle-aged man had already stabbed dozens of Torch Heads into the sand pile. The process in between was unremarkable; they merely needed to accurately pin down every falling torch as if playing a game of whack-a-mole.
    

    

    
      However, once one knew that missing even a single torch could result in being roasted alive, this boring game of whack-a-mole became thrillingly intense.
    

    

    
      "Lord Xuanwen! The Prime Minister is here! Keep digging, quickly!"
    

    

    
      "Lord Xuanwen, thank heavens for your fortune!"
    

    

    
      "Father!"
    

    

    
      "Father, are you alright!"
    

    

    
      The three surrounding streets had already been cleared by the Silver Spear Guards. Though the sky was dim, the surroundings were as bright as day. All fire torches and Fire Basins had been placed ten paces away from the pit; within ten paces, the area was densely packed with people—officials, martial warriors, and nobles alike—everyone was filthy, covered head to toe in mud. When the middle-aged man grabbed the rope and climbed out of the pit, many people burst into tears of joy. The area echoed with jubilation. Two young men rushed forward to assist him. One of them, whose skin was pallid due to illness, had been seen before by Yan Qing in the Mansu Woodland.
    

    

    
      He was Shang Xinlei’s elder brother, Shang Yue.
    

    

    
      Faced with such overwhelming concern, the middle-aged man remained expressionless, only calmly asking:
    

    

    
      "Hordes of rats fleeing, birds startled into flight, livestock restless—knowing yet not reporting, whose failure is it?"
    

    

    
      "The Astronomical Directorate cannot shirk its responsibility," Shang Yue immediately replied.
    

    

    
      Someone in the crowd collapsed to the ground. No need to guess; it was clearly one of the officials from the Astronomical Directorate. The middle-aged man glanced at him, and someone promptly hauled the official forward. The latter stammered, "P-Prime Minister, Jiangnan City is a Divinely Sheltered city, there’s never been a case of a dragon-vein upheaval. Besides, animals behaving oddly is not unusual. You really can’t blame us—"
    

    

    
      "Jiangnan City may never have experienced a dragon-vein upheaval, but in the Sixth Year of Yongtai during the Kuaiji Earthquake, and the Eleventh Year of Taichu during the Datang Tsunami, there were records of abnormal animal behavior in Jiangnan. Jiangnan is the heart of the southern region. It not only symbolizes that all towns in the south must guard Jiangnan, but it also signifies Jiangnan’s duty to support the entire southern land!"
    

    

    
      "Fortunately, this time it was merely a case of thieves digging traps in the city. Had it truly been a sign of an impending upheaval, even exterminating your entire clan would not suffice. Take him to the Court of Judicial Review and await sentencing."
    

    

    
      After dealing with the Astronomical Directorate official, the middle-aged man swept his gaze around. "Prefect Zhou, kindly fill in the trap and inspect the surrounding ground. I suspect there may be more than one trap."
    

    

    
      "Understood."
    

    

    
      "What’s the situation with the wounded? Were any assassins captured alive?"
    

    

    
      "No live captures yet. Only six charred corpses were found at the scene. I’ve already sent people to pursue the fleeing assassins."
    

    

    
      Even after surviving a near-death experience, the middle-aged man showed no sign of panic. He organized tasks in an orderly manner. Once everything was settled, he finally turned to his two sons. "Shang Qiao, there should be a village woman nearby named An Cuihua. Bring her back to the residence and assign her to the kitchen. Let Chef Li teach her properly."
    

    

    
      "Shang Yue, go now to Zhishen Temple in Sweetwater Alley of Jiangnan County. Light an incense stick and pray for the wellbeing of all pregnant women in the world." The middle-aged man looked up at the moon. "Spur your horse. Be back for dinner within half an hour. Can you manage that?"
    

    

    
      Both sons were dumbfounded. But due to years of awe toward their father, they could only accept the tasks in a daze, not daring to ask questions. Yet before they left, they both looked several times at the ‘Rat Monk’. Not just because the ‘Rat Monk’ had emerged from the ground with their father, but also because the ‘Rat Monk’ was holding the royal sword bestowed upon their father—Yitian.
    

    

    
      "With this arrangement, is the Big Monk satisfied?" asked the middle-aged man.
    

    

    
      "Satisfied, even better than I had imagined," came the reply.
    

    

    
      "Then return the sword," the middle-aged man held out his hand. "You seem quite fond of it, but you don’t have a third request."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked at the Yitian sword on the screen and once again attempted to store it in the Public Storage.
    

    

    
      However, a message popped up on the screen: "This special item has been locked. It cannot currently be stored in the warehouse or any storage space."
    

    

    
      As if life were mocking him. The target of the next theft mission had landed in his hands so easily. But that was merely an illusion. Only if it was obtained during the theft mission would it count as a successful task. Before then, the target would be locked and no one could store it away.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing couldn’t even blame anyone else, because it was he himself who had suddenly thought of players possibly interacting with mission items ahead of time while half-asleep one night. He had immediately gotten out of bed and added the 'mission item lock' feature to the planning document.
    

    

    
      Helplessly, he returned Yitian to the middle-aged man. Only then did Yan Qing realize that this middle-aged man was indeed of noble bearing. Even after rolling through the dirt in the pit, he remained elegant, his clothes discreetly luxurious. Standing at eight feet tall, with a dignified face, it was puzzling why Yan Qing had always seen him as plain and unremarkable before—never once noticing his appearance, not even through the screen.
    

    

    
      "Big Monk, I haven’t asked your Dharma Name," the middle-aged man said. "Or is it that you have neither a temple nor even a Dharma Name?"
    

    

    
      "Just call me Rat Monk," Yan Qing replied. "How did you know I had no temple?"
    

    

    
      "The Household Band marks one’s place of residence. Yours is a blank Guard Household Band," the middle-aged man pointed to the ‘Rat Monk’s’ wrist. "No matter where you found it, you are currently impersonating an identity. Do you know who I am?"
    

    

    
      "Prime Minister of Great Liang," Yan Qing replied. "Shang Xuanwen."
    

    

    
      Still Shang Xinlei’s father, he thought.
    

    

    
      From the moment he received the Yitian sword, Yan Qing knew whom he had encountered.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen!
    

    

    
      Who the hell would have thought—a national Prime Minister, head of the Shang Family, a Third-Stage Messenger, a man whose mere step could shake all of Great Liang—would be strolling alone through Jiangnan City? Even debating with Yan Qing like some meddlesome, self-righteous middle-aged man.
    

    

    
      "An unregistered citizen impersonating an identity—I, as a State Minister, cannot turn a blind eye," Shang Xuanwen said blandly. "I fulfilled your two requests. Our grudge is cleared. Do not resent me for acting justly."
    

    

    
      "This monk won’t surrender without a fight," Yan Qing was already prepared to flee. After all, this was the main city, and even a Third-Stage Messenger couldn’t harm him here.
    

    

    
      "For an unregistered citizen to obtain legal status, either someone must vouch for you and register you at the government office, or you must serve under government supervision for three years. If your performance during service is commendable, you may be granted lawful registration."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought this old man wasn’t so bad after all.
    

    

    
      "So you’ll vouch for me?"
    

    

    
      "My family can supervise your service," Shang Xuanwen said. "Your skills are decent, and your Household Band is for a Guard. Then come serve as a Guard for my family—count it as military service."
    

    

    
      "Do you want to escape as a fugitive or serve three years?"
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      As he stepped through the Vermillion Gate of the Shang Family, Yan Qing still hadn’t recovered.
    

    

    
      What just happened? How had he suddenly gotten involved with Shang Xuanwen? Even managed to openly infiltrate the Shang Family—as if that wasn’t suspicious enough. Shang Xuanwen had likely been resting at the family estate since midnight, and now the ‘Rat Monk’ could roam inside as a guard. Soon, it would be a classic case of collusion from within and without, treachery from the inside, disaster brewing behind closed doors…
    

    

    
      Yet one question lingered in Yan Qing’s heart: Why did Shang Xuanwen treat the ‘Rat Monk’ so specially? Just because of a life-saving favor? Was Shang Xuanwen the kind of person who was cold on the outside but warm on the inside—one who remembered kindness for life but never showed it on his face?
    

    

    
      No way… could he be… tsundere!?
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      "Master, you're finally back! This old servant was worried to death!"
    

    

    
      "Master, thanks to the ancestors’ blessing, it’s a relief you’re safe and sound!"
    

    

    
      "Uncle, from now on when you go to the palace, please allow Yanzhang to accompany you with the guards! Even if you refuse to ride in a sedan, at the very least you mustn’t go alone anymore!"
    

    

    
      "Uncle, what Yanzhang said is not unreasonable. I’ve trained my strength well, at the very least I can shield you from the thieves!"
    

    

    
      "Master, the token isn’t omnipotent. Just like this time, the thieves still found you. If something had happened to you, how would I, your concubine, go on living?"
    

    

    
      At the entrance of the Shang Residence, a large group of people began shouting and chattering noisily as soon as they saw Shang Xuanwen return. Yan Qing listened carefully and realized that Shang Xuanwen had always gone to and from the palace alone, refusing to ride in a sedan or be accompanied by guards. This had been his practice for years.
    

    

    
      However, he was not treating his personal safety as a game. It seemed he possessed a token that could reduce his presence. When alone, he was actually safer. For many years, nothing had happened—this assassination attempt was an exception.
    

    

    
      Thus, facing the enthusiastic concern and suggestions of his family, Shang Xuanwen rejected them all. He only trusted his own judgment. If they kept nagging, all they would receive was his cold glare and the throat-constricting fear that came with it—for not just anyone could withstand the gaze of a Third-Stage Messenger.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing came to understand: this uncle was a Prime Minister outside and a State Minister at home. Everyone else was his subordinate, and only he could speak with final authority.
    

    

    
      "Where’s Xinlei?" Shang Xuanwen looked around.
    

    

    
      "The Fourth Young Lady is still in the courtyard."
    

    

    
      "This child doesn’t even seem worried after hearing of her father’s assassination... truly..."
    

    

    
      "Still, it was Brother Yue and Brother Qiao who were truly thoughtful. Brother Yue hadn’t even recovered from his injuries but led troops immediately upon hearing the news to save his father!"
    

    

    
      "The Fourth Young Lady likely holds a grudge. After all, Master, you..."
    

    

    
      The concubines spoke one after another, each word dripping with scheming. Not only Shang Xuanwen, even the bystanding Yan Qing felt that Shang Xinlei was going too far.
    

    

    
      "Well done." Shang Xuanwen’s words silenced all the noise. "You should all learn from Xinlei. Do what needs to be done, and don’t crowd around senselessly. It’s meaningless and a waste of time."
    

    

    
      Those stirring up trouble immediately fell silent. Everyone cautiously observed Shang Xuanwen’s expression, trying to guess whether he was sincere or sarcastic. Shang Xuanwen had no interest in the inner courtyard’s schemes. He turned to an elderly man wearing a hat and said, "Su Pei, have the Rat Monk change into a new set of clothes and be treated as a guard. Tend to his injuries and then bring him to see me in the study."
    

    

    
      Chief Steward Su Pei nodded in agreement and led Yan Qing into the Shang Residence.
    

    

    
      "Master Rat Monk, you must be a true high monk."
    

    

    
      "Why do you say that?"
    

    

    
      "Because the Master only ever shows special regard to those with a sincere heart," Chief Steward Su Pei said, counting on his fingers. "Mu Liancheng, Guo Yu, Hero Yang, Zhang Zhongzheng… over the years, the Master has only appointed these few people as guards or secretaries. Later, they were all posted elsewhere—some became generals at military garrisons, others important officials of the court, and some merely served as county magistrates or transport supervisors. But no matter their position, all of them were conscientious and good officials. The Master always placed them where they were most suited."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing recalled a phrase and responded, "Heaven follows its own rules, and all should perform their duties."
    

    

    
      "Haha, that’s one of the Master’s favorite sayings," Chief Steward Su Pei laughed. "So, Master, he surely believes there is a more suitable place for you, which is why he’s keeping you close for observation."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing found it amusing. "Now that you’ve told me this, wouldn’t it help this poor monk target his flattery more effectively?"
    

    

    
      "I trust the Master," Chief Steward Su Pei replied confidently. "His judgment has never been wrong!"
    

    

    
      "This poor monk still believes that refusing sedan chairs and guards to wander about isn’t a good idea..."
    

    

    
      "But it is precisely because the Master always goes deep among the common folk to understand their hardships that his policies can take care of the majority," Chief Steward Su Pei said. "The Master always says, ‘If Jiangnan City rots, then the entire world rots.’ All he can do is slow Jiangnan’s decay as much as possible. If all officials in the world rode sedan chairs, who would still see the common people outside?"
    

    

    
      Chief Steward Su Pei’s words were not empty. Though Shang Xuanwen said he was making the Rat Monk a guard, he arranged for him a small courtyard residence. From the environment alone, it was far better than the dog kennel Yan Qing had back in the Thieves’ House. Chief Steward Su Pei even treated the Rat Monk’s injuries. Only then did Yan Qing realize the Rat Monk had been burned in the fight with the Fire Person. Compared to him, the player, it was Shang Xuanwen who noticed it first.
    

    

    
      After changing clothes, the Rat Monk was brought to the study, where he found Shang Xuanwen already dressed for work and writing memorials at his desk, as if the earlier assassination had not affected him at all.
    

    

    
      He said nothing, so Yan Qing had the Rat Monk stand to the side on standby, while he himself prepared dinner. Of course, he had no interest in lighting a stove in the room. By ‘cooking’, he simply tore roasted lamb leg and roasted chicken into strips, added some greens over steaming rice, and squeezed some apples into juice. That completed a dinner close to the standard of his previous life—at least the vitamins were enough.
    

    

    
      It was worth mentioning that the most expensive part of the meal was actually the refined rice. The agricultural level of this world couldn’t produce polished rice—it could only separate husks and make brown rice. All refined white rice came from Secret Realms and was called ‘Immortal Rice’.
    

    

    
      Not long after, Chief Steward Su Pei came to inform them it was time to head to Ronghua Hall for the banquet. Only then did Shang Xuanwen put down his brush and gesture for the Rat Monk to follow.
    

    

    
      "For the next few days, you will follow behind me as my guard. If you earn my approval, I will vouch for you and exempt you from three years of military service," said Shang Xuanwen. "If you have any objections, now is the time to speak."
    

    

    
      "This poor monk is simply curious—aren’t you afraid I harbor ill intent?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen stopped and looked at the Rat Monk with eyes that showed more white than black.
    

    

    
      "What makes you think, Big Monk, that the people by my side are free of ill intent?"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was taken aback. After a moment’s thought, he replied, "When you fell into the trap, so many were anxious to rescue you... your family cares so much about you..."
    

    

    
      "Officials only want to make a show, hoping I will remember their faces. My family worries about my power, afraid that with my death, their privileged life will vanish. But among the officials who came to save me, not a few were wishing I’d die in there. Some were even accomplices of the assassins. They fear me, want to kick me aside as an obstacle, and redistribute court power. As for my family, there are certainly many now deeply disappointed. They resent my unfairness, hate my coldness, and no longer wish to live under my shadow."
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen spoke with a calm voice, without the slightest emotional fluctuation, as if dissecting someone else’s life, exposing another’s ugliness. Yan Qing almost wanted to ask how someone could live so hated by gods and ghosts alike, but by then, they had arrived at Ronghua Hall. Inside, a round redwood table sat at the center, with a central scroll painting hanging on the north wall. Tonight, the main branch of the Shang Family would dine here.
    

    

    
      The Rat Monk, upon entering, could only stand in the corner, watching the maids come and go. Fortunately, Chief Steward Su Pei stood beside him, offering introductions so Yan Qing could tell who was who among those seated.
    

    

    
      Starting from the left, there was the main wife, Lady Gu, from the prestigious Gu Family of the Vermilion Gate; a concubine from the noble Quan Clan, Concubine Quan; another concubine from the noble Xu Clan, Concubine Xu. Next were Shang Xuanwen’s children: youngest daughter Shang Xinyao, fifth son Shang Tian, fourth daughter Shang Xinlei, third son Shang Qiao, and the still-unseated eldest son Shang Yue.
    

    

    
      Just how many misdeeds must one commit to justifiably marry three wives? And yet they all got along harmoniously.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked at the polite and composed Shang Xinlei on the screen, and naturally, he wasn’t surprised.
    

    

    
      Back in the Thieves' House, when hearing the name Shang Xuanwen, Yan Qing hadn’t immediately connected him to Shang Xinlei. Moreover, when Shang Xinlei spoke of Shang Xuanwen, she described him like a stranger. Yan Qing had assumed they simply shared the same surname.
    

    

    
      But after emerging from the cave and meeting Shang Xinlei’s older brother Shang Yue, Yan Qing realized their next theft target was Red Snake Shang Xinlei’s father. He didn’t know whether to feel glad or troubled. If Shang Xinlei was willing to cooperate from the inside, the mission might proceed smoothly and silently. But if she refused—or worse, deliberately leaked intel—they could find themselves dropping straight into an army's midst.
    

    

    
      While the Rat Monk was observing the Shang family, the Shang family was also observing him. The youngest daughter Shang Xinyao, only three or four years old, was fascinated by the Rat Monk’s bald head, craning her neck to look closer. Shang Qiao stole a few glances but quickly looked away. Shang Xinlei looked a few times, then slowly withdrew her gaze, head lowered in thought.
    

    

    
      Just then, Shang Yue entered from outside, travel-worn and sweaty as if he had run the whole way. "Father, I’ve returned after offering incense."
    

    

    
      "Let me see your hands," said Shang Xuanwen.
    

    

    
      At this screen resolution, Yan Qing naturally couldn’t see any marks on Shang Yue’s hand, but he did see Shang Xuanwen nod. "Wash up and take your seat."
    

    

    
      "Begin the meal."
    

    

    
      With Shang Xuanwen’s declaration, it was as if an invisible button had been pressed—the atmosphere in Ronghua Hall seemed to freeze.
    

    

    
      Whether it was the adults like Shang Xuanwen and Lady Gu, or the children like Shang Xinyao and Shang Tian, everyone ate quietly. There was no passing of dishes, no idle chatter, no commentary. Though it was a grand banquet with nine people, Yan Qing felt like everyone was eating alone. In such a spacious place with so many people, the only sounds were the clatter of chopsticks and plates and the chewing of food.
    

    

    
      Most frightening of all was Shang Xuanwen himself. When he ate, he didn’t look at the food—he stared straight ahead into an unfocused void.
    

    

    
      Silence.
    

    

    
      Oppression.
    

    

    
      Suffocation.
    

    

    
      Now Yan Qing truly believed that his family was deeply disappointed that he had survived. But he found it strange that Shang Xuanwen was not so silent when speaking with the Rat Monk. Why was he so... cold, toward his family?
    

    

    
      When Shang Xuanwen finished eating, his family also happened to finish at the same time, including the youngest son and daughter.
    

    

    
      "Return."
    

    

    
      "Yes." Everyone stood, hurrying out one after another. The youngest daughter even jumped as soon as she exited Ronghua Hall.
    

    

    
      On the way back to the study, Yan Qing couldn’t help asking, "Is such a meal even enjoyable?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen paused and glanced at him.
    

    

    
      "What I most looked forward to today was a quiet meal with my family." He paused. "You may go back now. Someone will call for you in the morning."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought he was about to be put on standby all night again. Now that he was free, naturally he would explore the Shang Residence. But first, he wanted to try the kitchen’s offerings—he had craved the desserts from Shang Xinlei’s home for a long time. Taking some as a late-night snack would be delightful.
    

    

    
      Arriving at the kitchen, Yan Qing unexpectedly saw An Cuihua being scolded by Chef Li. Apparently, her vegetable-cutting skills were lacking. Chef Li cursed as she demonstrated the proper technique. Yan Qing peeked for a while outside without disturbing them, then picked up a roast chicken and left.
    

    

    
      Just then, Yan Qing heard a maid rush to the kitchen door urging:
    

    

    
      "Quick, quick, quick! The Fourth Young Lady is already urging—hurry and deliver it!"
    

    

    
      Two servants emerged from the kitchen carrying four food boxes. Yan Qing thought to himself, Shang Xinlei has quite the appetite—still eating so much after dinner?
    

    

    
      The maid opened a box for inspection and nodded in satisfaction. "Good. Deliver it to Shuiyue Pavilion."
    

    

    
      The servant complained, "Aiya, Sister Hualian, the Master said Shuiyue Pavilion is for holding criminals. How would we dare go in?"
    

    

    
      "What criminal? That’s the Fourth Young Lady’s friend. Just go. She’s hosting a guest—do you think the Master will get mad at you? Or are you saying even a small task like delivering food from the Fourth Young Lady deserves your attitude?"
    

    

    
      Since the maid put it that way, the servants had no choice but to deliver the food, faces full of bitterness. None of them noticed the bald figure quietly trailing behind.
    

    

    
      "Shang Xinlei’s friend?" Yan Qing raised an eyebrow. "A criminal locked in Shuiyue Pavilion?"
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      Shuiyue Pavilion was located at the northwest corner of the Shang Family estate. From the outside, it appeared to be nothing more than an ordinary courtyard. Shang Xinlei stood at the entrance, the fire basin only four or five steps away from her, yet it failed to illuminate her face, as if she had deliberately hidden herself in the shadows, unwilling to be seen.
    

    

    
      There were no guards nearby. As long as one was willing, any First-Stage Messenger could escape the Shang Family by simply scaling the wall. The so-called imprisonment was merely symbolic. Yet no one ran—not her, nor anyone residing within. Anyone living within the network of society was already tightly bound, unable to break free.
    

    

    
      When every word and deed could implicate your loved ones, affect everything you cared about, how could you act recklessly without regard for others? Everyone knew that ‘considering the bigger picture’ came with tolerance, retreat, and grievance. But once you were in that bigger picture, and the bigger picture was filled with all your past entanglements, how could you not tread carefully?
    

    

    
      To draw a blade and break the net of dust, to face death as if returning home... not everyone could be like Jiang Ten, appearing without attachments and departing without mercy.
    

    

    
      "Miss."
    

    

    
      A maid arrived at the doorway with two servants. "Shall I bring this in for you, Miss?"
    

    

    
      "No need." Shang Xinlei reached out and picked up the four food boxes. Each was quite heavy, but to a Second-Stage Messenger, it was nothing. "You all may leave now. Don’t linger around here."
    

    

    
      Naturally, the servants hurried away. The maid looked at Shang Xinlei with concern. "Does Miss really not need Hualian to attend by her side?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei shook her head without further response. The maid wanted to insist, but when Shang Xinlei glanced at her, her body stiffened. She stood dazed in place, watching as Shang Xinlei carried the food boxes into Shuiyue Pavilion.
    

    

    
      When the door of Shuiyue Pavilion closed, the maid felt as if she had been released from drowning. She leaned against the wall, gasping for air, her face full of fear. She couldn't even explain why she felt such fear. The Fourth Miss had always been kind and cheerful, never condescending to the servants. She genuinely cared for the Fourth Miss like a sister, yet just now...
    

    

    
      She had seemed as heartless as the Master.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      "Xiaoyu!"
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu, who had been lying on the bed with her legs up reading, immediately jumped up, stepping barefoot onto the wooden floor. She sniffed hard, nearly drooling. "Smells amazing!"
    

    

    
      "Of course." Shang Xinlei opened the food boxes, and a wave of steam immediately filled the room, bringing with it the aroma of fine cuisine. "Braised Lion’s Head, Garlic Shrimp Balls, Steamed Giant Prawns, Stuffed Fried Peppers, Garlic Pork Ribs, Soy Sauce Perch... How about it?"
    

    

    
      "This is the fourth meal I’ve had here, and every time it’s something I love!" Qian Gongyu wailed. "Damn these wealthy families, do they eat like this every day?"
    

    

    
      "That’s right. What, your family doesn't?" Shang Xinlei feigned surprise. "How can anyone eat a meal with fewer than six dishes? Even the servants in my house are never poorly fed!"
    

    

    
      "My family makes at most three dishes, and that has to be split into two meals." Qian Gongyu looked utterly glum. "Sometimes I even have to go up the mountain to hunt for some meat..."
    

    

    
      "Then eat more. My family’s so rich, even if you eat nine meals a day, we won’t go broke."
    

    

    
      Seeing Shang Xinlei take out two sets of bowls and chopsticks, Qian Gongyu asked curiously, "Didn’t you say tonight was a family banquet? Didn’t you eat enough?"
    

    

    
      "Who wants to eat with that bunch? Just seeing them ruins my appetite." Shang Xinlei said flatly, "I’d rather eat with you. You eat like a pig, and it really whets my appetite."
    

    

    
      "Oh really... wait, did you just call me a pig!"
    

    

    
      "I didn’t insult you—I was praising you! Pigs are cute, clean, and white. Why can’t that be a compliment? Don’t be so narrow-minded!"
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu was at a loss, unsure how to argue back, and ended up just filling her bowl with food and turning her back to Shang Xinlei as she ate. Shang Xinlei chuckled, then sat down and poked her waist. "Sorry."
    

    

    
      "Sorry." "Sorry." "Sorry."
    

    

    
      Each time Shang Xinlei said sorry, she gave a poke. Qian Gongyu twisted and turned but couldn’t dodge, finally glaring at her. "Stop poking! It tickles!"
    

    

    
      "Is it just me, or does your waist... feel a bit meatier?"
    

    

    
      "Impossible!"
    

    

    
      "Have you exercised these past two days?"
    

    

    
      "...No."
    

    

    
      "Then aren’t you just eating and sleeping, sleeping and eating, like a pig?"
    

    

    
      "I read books! I’ve already finished two volumes of ‘The Messenger’s Handbook’!"
    

    

    
      "Why do you sound so proud? That’s just a romance-adventure novel..." Shang Xinlei reached out and pinched the flesh at Qian Gongyu’s waist, her expression stern. "If you keep eating this well without exercising, I feel like you really will turn into a pig before long. Tell you what, I’ll find you a Basic Footwork manual. Practice a little every day—maybe you’ll get the hang of it."
    

    

    
      "No need. Once I return to Baiyun, I’ll be climbing mountains and crossing rivers every day—I’ll slim down in no time." Qian Gongyu refused at once. "Besides, the Advanced Footwork manual... isn’t that an important inheritance of the Shang Family? How can you let me read it?"
    

    

    
      A so-called learning manual referred to the teaching material written by a Messenger who had mastered a skill based on their own experience and techniques. The more prestigious the family, the more valuable their advanced manuals, as they were refined through multiple generations of Messengers cross-verifying and innovating upon them. Families like the Jie Family, Shang Family, Chen Family, and Zhou Family, all part of the Purple-Ribbon Nobles, relied on such inherited manuals to help their elite descendants comprehend advanced martial techniques.
    

    

    
      Footwork was a martial technique nearly every Messenger had to learn. The Shang Family’s Advanced Footwork manual was likely even more valuable than the Advanced Footwork manual produced in Secret Realms. After all, a manual from a Secret Realm could only be used by one person, whereas a learning manual could give countless clan members hope of achieving Second Job Change.
    

    

    
      "I’ve now mastered the Secret Technique: Blood Wheel. Redeeming a footwork manual from the clan is a breeze. If neither of us speaks of it, who’ll ever know you’ve read it?" Shang Xinlei reached out with her chopsticks and took the shrimp meat Qian Gongyu had just peeled. "What, are you afraid you won’t be able to learn it and I’ll mock you?"
    

    

    
      "Also," Shang Xinlei took out a Basic Blade Technique Mastery Manual, the very one she had won on the Trading Board earlier today. "From what I see, your fist techniques emphasize claw, palm-blade, and finger-sword forms. Mastering the Basic Blade Technique would benefit you greatly and aid your comprehension of secret techniques. Don’t refuse—I already bought it. Do you want me to return it and embarrass myself? Others might think that even as the dignified Fourth Miss of the Shang Family, I can’t afford a gift."
    

    

    
      The Basic Blade Technique manual was rare in Jiangnan. Only two or three Secret Realms produced it, and those were clan-owned. Purchasing one required not only connections but patience. By contrast, spending a bit more to secure one on the Trading Board was far more cost-effective. It was no wonder so many flocked to the Trading Board.
    

    

    
      With things said to this point, Qian Gongyu could only reach out and accept the blade manual, though her hands trembled as if receiving a death notice. Shang Xinlei, seeing this, was both amused and exasperated. "What are you so afraid of?"
    

    

    
      "I’m not afraid. It’s just that you’re so good to me and I..." Qian Gongyu’s butt clenched. "I—I may like sleeping beside Jiang Ten, but I still want to find my ideal husband..."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei chuckled and asked, "Then what kind of ideal husband do you want?"
    

    

    
      "Handsome, powerful, fragrant, cold, and someone who really values me. Oh, and best if he marries into the Qian Family!"
    

    

    
      "Except for that last part, it sounds like you’re describing Jiang Ten. Not that it’s impossible. After all, you’ve made it into the Hidden Dragon List’s top thirty. Who knows?"
    

    

    
      "Those are just my basic expectations! How is that describing Jiang Ten..." Qian Gongyu waved her hands, then suddenly froze. "Wait—I'm on the Hidden Dragon List!?"
    

    

    
      "Yes, since you’ve undergone your Second Job Change and you’re under thirty, getting on the Hidden Dragon List is only natural." Shang Xinlei stabbed her chopsticks into the Lion’s Head and took a huge bite. "Our generation is pretty underwhelming. Everyone ranked behind you got their Second Job Change by being fed manuals."
    

    

    
      The Hidden Dragon List was a ranking compiled by the Great Liang court, evaluating Messengers under thirty. Being ranked not only brought fame but greatly boosted one’s family contributions. For someone like Qian Gongyu, from a modest noble family, it was extremely attractive.
    

    

    
      "So I’m famous now?" Qian Gongyu was excited. "Will people recognize me on the street?"
    

    

    
      "Passersby might not, but among the noble families, many probably will." Shang Xinlei spread her hands. "Though it’s not really because of the Hidden Dragon List—it’s because you’re Jiang Ten’s... master?"
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu sighed, her face full of longing. "Jiang Ten hasn’t even sent a letter. I wonder if she still remembers her master."
    

    

    
      "I’d bet you’d actually dare to..."
    

    

    
      "What? Even if Jiang Ten stood before me, she’d still have to call me ‘Young Miss’!"
    

    

    
      "Yes, yes." Shang Xinlei said, "By the way, I’m currently ranked third on the Hidden Dragon List. I’ll be reaching Third Job Change soon. When that happens, you can move up one spot—how’s that?"
    

    

    
      "Great!" Qian Gongyu stuck out her tongue and made a funny face.
    

    

    
      Laughter and chatter filled Shuiyue Pavilion. Shang Xinlei ate heartily, as if she had returned to being that energetic and mischievous Fourth Miss. When Qian Gongyu finished peeling another shrimp, Shang Xinlei suddenly tried to snatch it. But Qian Gongyu reacted quickly, dodging and countering with swift moves. Ultimately, she stuffed the shrimp into her mouth, ending the shrimp battle with victory.
    

    

    
      "Speaking of which, Mansu Woodland will conclude in a few days. There’ll be ten Grand Treasure Chests distributed. I wonder what will be inside." Shang Xinlei bit on her chopsticks and said, "Because the four of us made major contributions, we’ll get forty percent of the total allocation—ten percent each. Yes, Jiang Ten’s share is counted as yours. If she ever comes back, you can return it to her."
    

    

    
      "You’re even giving me a share?" Qian Gongyu was surprised. "I thought..."
    

    

    
      "With me and the Jie Young Miss around, what’s yours won’t be shorted even by a fraction." Shang Xinlei said earnestly.
    

    

    
      "I know." Qian Gongyu nodded. "You’d never harm me, Xinlei. So..."
    

    

    
      She picked up a giant prawn and, while peeling, asked,
    

    

    
      "Does this mean I can never leave the Shang Family again?"
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      Qian Gongyu was still peeling shrimp, her hands covered in oil.
    

    

    
      "I don’t have the ability to remember everything at a glance. Even if I were to study from the instruction manual directly, it’d probably take me several months just to get started." She dipped the shrimp into the chili soy sauce and said while eating, "Xinlei, since you exchanged a footwork manual for me, that means I’ll be staying here for a long time."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei didn’t refute, only nodded in silence.
    

    

    
      "Even you can’t prove my innocence…?" Qian Gongyu’s voice sounded a little disheartened.
    

    

    
      "The Three Judicial Offices have now confirmed that Lin Yuan is the murderer of Luo Weijin," Shang Xinlei said. "Lin Yuan is the Qian Family’s guard and is still on the run. As the head of the Qian Family, under the law… you cannot shirk responsibility."
    

    

    
      "Until Lin Yuan is captured, you’re considered an accomplice. According to the law, you should be detained in the Justice Bureau’s prison."
    

    

    
      "How long would I be detained? If Uncle Lin is never caught, does that mean I’ll be imprisoned forever?"
    

    

    
      "Of course not. According to legal statutes, if a servant commits murder and flees, the severity of the incident determines the sentence. The master may be sentenced to one to three years of imprisonment. Although the verdict hasn’t been issued yet, Miss Jie and I will do our best to fight for the lightest sentence."
    

    

    
      "That’s good." Qian Gongyu let out a breath of relief. "If it’s only a year… that’s acceptable. So, when the verdict is handed down, I’ll be sent to the Justice Bureau’s prison?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei tilted her head. "If you want, I can apply for that."
    

    

    
      "Of course I don’t want to! Who would want to go to prison!" Qian Gongyu immediately said. "Don’t tell me I can choose where I get locked up?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei cleared her throat. "Do you know why you’re being held at Shuiyue Pavilion? Because the Shang Family holds the custodial rights over criminals. When relatives or friends of the Shang Family commit a crime and are imprisoned, the Shang Family can apply to have them detained at Shuiyue Pavilion, saving the court prison space…"
    

    

    
      "Xinlei-jie!" Qian Gongyu hugged Shang Xinlei. "As long as you let me live here, I’ll do anything you ask!"
    

    

    
      "Then wipe your hands first! Don’t hug me right after peeling shrimp!"
    

    

    
      The food Shang Xinlei brought was nearly all eaten up. Even the last bit of rice was scooped up with sauce by Qian Gongyu. The two leaned lazily against the chairs like two happy little pigs. Before long, Shang Xinlei stood up to tidy the bowls, and Qian Gongyu helped while still chattering, "Tomorrow I want roast goose, ginger scallion chicken, crispy roasted pork, tossed fish skin. For breakfast, congee with minced pork and century egg, and fried dough sticks would be best..."
    

    

    
      "Stop, stop, what do you think I am? A maid delivering meals?"
    

    

    
      "If you like, I can consider you the fourth miss who delivers food..."
    

    

    
      After the playful banter, Shang Xinlei picked up four food containers and prepared to leave. At that moment, Qian Gongyu suddenly said, "Actually, Xinlei, you don’t have to come eat with me every time. Just send a servant to deliver the meal."
    

    

    
      "But I need to eat too. It’s just that I had time to accompany you these past couple of days. If I’m not free later, it’ll be a servant delivering the meals." Shang Xinlei huffed. "Xiaoyu, be clear about your status. You’re my family’s prisoner now. If I want to eat with you, I’ll eat with you. If I want you to belly dance, you’ll have to belly dance—but before that, you’d better lose weight. I don’t want to see a chubby belly."
    

    

    
      "Alright, alright, I’ll exercise." Qian Gongyu scratched her head. "I just think… you seem to be intentionally making it up to me. But my situation isn’t your fault. You don’t need to blame yourself."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was slightly stunned and turned her head instinctively. "It’s just… I clearly asked you to trust me, yet in the end, I couldn’t help you."
    

    

    
      "You’ve helped me a lot. I can live here, eat all this delicious food, and you even got me an Advanced Footwork Manual…" Qian Gongyu counted on her fingers. "Luckily you often come see me, or I’d have panicked long ago. It’s because of you that I can stay here calmly and read the Messenger Handbook."
    

    

    
      "Meeting you, Yuanshao, and Jiang Ten in Mansu Woodland is the luckiest thing that’s ever happened to me." She giggled, but right after she spoke, she burped and instinctively covered her mouth, her face turning red as fire.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei stared at her blankly for a moment. For some reason, she didn’t dare meet her eyes and fled the room: "See you tomorrow."
    

    

    
      "Xinlei, see you tomorrow!"
    

    

    
      The moment she stepped out the door, Shang Xinlei reverted to her cold, expressionless demeanor, as if she had left all her warmth, joy, and sincerity behind in that room.
    

    

    
      She quickly exited Shuiyue Pavilion, but suddenly stopped at the entrance to the courtyard and looked toward a shadowed area the fire basin couldn’t reach.
    

    

    
      "I had assumed the monk my father brought would be a high and virtuous one, but I didn’t expect he’d be a flower monk eavesdropping on a young lady’s private words."
    

    

    
      From the shadows emerged a tall, sturdy monk with a dignified appearance and a shaved head. Though they hadn’t introduced themselves, word spread faster than the wind within the Shang Family. Shang Xinlei had long known he was the guard her father brought back today, named Rat Monk.
    

    

    
      Why was he here? Could it be that Father sent him to monitor them? Even after seizing the token, Father still feared Xiaoyu would escape?
    

    

    
      "Why was she framed?"
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, Rat Monk asked about Qian Gongyu: "If you truly are her friend, with your identity as the Shang Family’s Fourth Miss, can’t you even protect her?"
    

    

    
      "Master, you’re quite nosy." Shang Xinlei said calmly, "In the Shang Family, knowing too much and saying too much never ends well."
    

    

    
      Hearing these words, Yan Qing thought she wouldn’t answer, but Shang Xinlei didn’t leave. Instead, she stepped into the shadows as well, hiding herself in the darkness.
    

    

    
      "Because of the Legendary Token."
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was the sense of security brought by the darkness, or perhaps it was because she had long wanted to speak, but Shang Xinlei revealed the truth without any concealment: "Xiaoyu obtained a Marvel-Class Token from Mansu Woodland, which later upgraded into a Legendary Token. That in itself wasn’t too bad, but since reporting detailed Token information to the court earns family points, she directly reported the general effects of the Legendary Token to the court."
    

    

    
      It was obvious that Shang Xinlei harbored some resentment here—it seemed Qian Gongyu hadn’t discussed this decision with her beforehand. "What’s worse, her Token was a pair of boots—Legendary Boots that significantly increased speed. In a Secret Realm... Master, do you know what speed means in a Secret Realm?"
    

    

    
      This wasn’t a real question, and Shang Xinlei didn’t wait for Rat Monk to answer before continuing on her own, "In a Secret Realm, speed is life. With these Legendary Boots, the court could conquer Third-Stage Secret Realms more safely, even implement kiting tactics against the Demon Lord, potentially reducing Secret Realm conquests to zero casualties—if that were truly possible, the conquest frequency of Third-Stage Secret Realms could increase to once every seven days or even once every three days!"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t surprised upon hearing this. He had long realized that, unlike players who valued offensive affix entries, Messengers in this world prioritized survival-related entries. Staying alive was above all else, and they were willing to spend days conquering a Secret Realm for safety. Compared to ‘Defense’ which only activated after being hit, ‘Speed,’ which allowed one to escape danger altogether, was naturally favored by Messengers.
    

    

    
      "In order to appropriate Xiaoyu’s Token, they used the murder case in Mansu Woodland to implicate her." Shang Xinlei’s voice was dripping with irony. "Using one murder case to take down two people... truly a case of maximizing utility."
    

    

    
      "Your father doesn’t intervene?" Yan Qing asked. "He’s the Prime Minister. You’re his daughter—"
    

    

    
      "Who do you think is the mastermind behind all this?" Shang Xinlei’s voice suddenly rose. She stared straight at Rat Monk, her eyes gleaming with venomous light. "It’s my father!"
    

    

    
      "He’s the one who found the legal clause to drag Xiaoyu down, the one who proposed detaining Xiaoyu at the Shang Family, the one who appropriated her Token, and the one who... sent me to console Xiaoyu."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked.
    

    

    
      "You didn’t resist him?"
    

    

    
      "My father is very good at quelling rebellion." Shang Xinlei calmed down. "Before I could say anything, he said two things. First, the Token would only be used for one year; second, the second Secret Technique Book from the next half-yearly output would be delivered by me to Xiaoyu."
    

    

    
      "Resistance or escape would only lead to Xiaoyu losing her family name and becoming an Unregistered Citizen on the run. But if she could achieve three Job Changes within a year, the Token would be returned to her, and she would be promoted to Guardian General of a Secret Realm. The Qian Family would then leap into the ranks of the Noble Families in Grass Colors, just one step away from the Great Clans."
    

    

    
      "And that favor would be entirely granted by me. Whether it’s the instruction manuals, the Secret Technique Book, or the promotion, all would come from me, while someone else would take the role of the villain."
    

    

    
      "As long as I was willing to cooperate, Xiaoyu would become my best friend, my best subordinate. She wouldn’t lose anything—only gain more."
    

    

    
      The firewood in the fire basin seemed to crackle and burst, the flames flaring up to illuminate half of Shang Xinlei’s face.
    

    

    
      Cold and sorrowful.
    

    

    
      "And if I refused, Xiaoyu’s fate would no longer be mine to decide."
    

    

    
      A chilly wind blew, stirring the fallen leaves on the ground. For some reason, Yan Qing turned his gaze away from the screen, focusing on the fire basin ahead, as if unwilling to disturb Shang Xinlei’s mood.
    

    

    
      After a long silence, he asked, "Why not just borrow it? Why resort to this kind of method?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei let out a bitter laugh.
    

    

    
      "Even without the murder case in Mansu Woodland, my father could still find faults with Xiaoyu or the Qian Family, still plunge her into the abyss." Her tone carried deeper meaning. "Better to exploit a misdeed than a merit."
    

    

    
      "Under the Nine-Rank System, prominent clans tend to be arrogant. Even when they embezzle or act unjustly, local officials often turn a blind eye. Most of the time, their offenses aren’t even worth a couple of ounces. But if the Ministry of Appointments needs it, their crimes could be stacked up to weigh a thousand catties."
    

    

    
      "Master, I suspect you’ve made a mistake too, and my father caught you in it—so you’re here as a guard, aren’t you?"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing froze.
    

    

    
      He fiddled with the buttons on his handheld console, thinking to himself that he was lucky not to have involved himself directly. With eight hundred schemes outside, someone like him who had only ever played galgames couldn’t possibly handle it.
    

    

    
      "And what about you? Fourth Miss, what do you think?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei stayed silent for a long time. Just when Yan Qing thought she wouldn’t answer, a bitter voice came from the darkness: "I... actually agree with my father’s approach."
    

    

    
      "After Xiaoyu reported the intelligence of the Legendary Token, she was destined to become prey for the major Great Clans. Putting her in prison at this time, using the Token for a year, giving her the Secret Technique Book to rush through three Job Changes—this was both protection and cultivation. When the Token is returned to her a year later, she’ll have the strength to protect herself... This really is the best way to care for her."
    

    

    
      "Right now, Xiaoyu isn’t qualified to possess a Legendary Token. Great Liang isn’t merciful enough to let the weak hold great treasures."
    

    

    
      "And I am a child of the Shang Family, born into wealth and privilege. Now, as long as my father doesn’t harm my interests, and asks me to bring a future Third-Stage Messenger, a Legendary Token holder, under the Shang Family, what right do I have to refuse?"
    

    

    
      "Besides, as the emperor grows older, and the time for his direct governance draws nearer, the Shang Family may appear at its peak, but it is already at the brink like oil over a roaring fire. If we can bind Qian Gongyu tightly to the Shang Family’s war chariot, we’ll gain one more bargaining chip in our struggle against the other Great Clans."
    

    

    
      "For both the Shang Family and Qian Gongyu, my father has made the best arrangements."
    

    

    
      "Only..."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing waited for a long time, but never heard the rest of Shang Xinlei’s ‘only.’ He only heard her picking up the food containers and walking out.
    

    

    
      But after a few steps, she turned her head and said, "My father is that kind of person—always making decisions for others. Those being arranged, no matter how full of resentment, always end up walking the path he laid out, even thinking it’s the path most suited for them... Master, if you don’t want your fate dictated by anyone other than the Buddha, you’d best leave the Shang Family soon."
    

    

    
      "The way of Heaven moves with constancy, each has its role to fulfill." She seemed to be speaking to Rat Monk, or perhaps murmuring to herself. "But what suits you most... may not be what you can accept."
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      When Shang Xinlei returned to her room, she saw that her third brother, Shang Qiao, had already been waiting for quite a while. Although they were biological siblings, it was already late, and Shang Qiao didn’t enter the room. Instead, he insisted on standing outside in the courtyard, letting the cold wind blow.
    

    

    
      Once Shang Xinlei dismissed the maidservants, Shang Qiao couldn’t wait to complain: “Why didn’t you go to see Father? He was assassinated, you know. Regardless of the circumstances, you should at least show some concern, right?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t have a Healing Token. What’s the point of going and crowding around? Besides, Father agreed with my approach.” Shang Xinlei brushed away the fallen leaves on the stone stool and sat down. “He hates superficial formalities the most.”
    

    

    
      “The Emperor says he loathes flattery, loyal ministers claim they despise bootlicking, but which dynasty didn’t have deluded emperors who listened to slander, or treacherous ministers who speculated on imperial intentions?” Shang Qiao shook his head. “Father is also human. What father would be unhappy because his daughter showed concern for him? Besides, there are so many people in the residence aside from Father. Gossip can be dangerous. Do you really want people whispering behind your back that you’re unfilial? How long has it been since you last paid your respects to Kind Madam and Third Madam?”
    

    

    
      “Not listening, not listening,” Shang Xinlei covered her ears. “I simply don’t want to go.”
    

    

    
      “Do you still think you’re a child? Acting cute won’t work anymore.” Shang Qiao said this, but his tone clearly softened. “Let’s drop this… How’s your friend?”
    

    

    
      “She’s fine, eats a lot.” At this, Shang Xinlei couldn’t help but laugh. “Feels like we’ll fatten her up this year.”
    

    

    
      “If you want her to have more freedom of movement, I might be able to help,” Shang Qiao offered. “Like taking a stroll in the city or the county… We can negotiate the details.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei thought seriously, then shook her head. “Better not. Let’s not even talk about the Jiang Ten incident drawing too much attention to her. If she goes out, someone might try to assassinate her—after all, her Token must be returned in a year. But if she dies, it becomes an ownerless Token worth fighting over. For her, the Shang Family is the safest place. It’s just a year; no need to take the risk.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so…” Shang Qiao nodded thoughtfully. “By the way, did you go to the Thieves’ House again today? What’s the target for the next mission?”
    

    

    
      “Speaking of that, I’ve got a question for you. Did you not tell Father that I entered the Thieves’ House?”
    

    

    
      “What?” Shang Qiao blinked. “You… why would you think that? Without Father’s permission, how could the family let you go to the Mansu Woodland?”
    

    

    
      “Because Father and I had a talk yesterday, and he never once mentioned the Thieves’ House.” Shang Xinlei said faintly. “I don’t think he’s so old as to be forgetful. As for the Mansu Woodland… I don’t hold any position in the family. Father doesn’t value me. Approving a little outing is hardly surprising.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm…” Under his sister’s direct gaze, Shang Qiao had no choice but to tell the truth. “I really didn’t tell him.”
    

    

    
      “Why?” Shang Xinlei frowned. “I’m already around the same age Second Sister was back then. A Second Job Change isn’t enough to guarantee I can decide my own marriage. If I don’t add the Thieves’ House into the equation, Father will definitely marry me off to some promising young man of his choosing. If you won’t say it, then I will.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t!”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao hesitated for a long time before sighing deeply. “You don’t need to worry about your marriage. Father won’t marry you off.”
    

    

    
      “Brother, you’re painting pretty dreams again. If I believed that, I’d be crying my heart out soon enough.” Shang Xinlei propped her chin on her hand and gave him a sideways glance. “With Father’s personality, do you really think he won’t interfere in my marriage? In his eyes, everyone has their most suitable place. Everyone must realize their greatest value. Men should be loyal, fight, and work hard. Women should be obedient, give birth, and be virtuous… Do you think he’ll tolerate a daughter of marriageable age staying at home doing nothing?”
    

    

    
      “But Father also often says another thing,” Shang Qiao said. “No reward without merit.”
    

    

    
      “What?” Shang Xinlei didn’t understand.
    

    

    
      “Children of the Shang Family, regardless of cultivation level, can receive one Secret Technique Book or two Advanced Martial Technique Manuals,” Shang Qiao explained. “But ‘no reward without merit’ also means that if you don’t accept the reward, you don’t need to have merit. Of course, giving up manuals alone isn’t enough to make Father abandon plans for your marriage. But it could buy you three years.”
    

    

    
      He shrugged. “Originally, I was worried three years wouldn’t be enough. But you went to the Mansu Woodland once and already comprehended a Secret Technique. Your Third Job Change is just around the corner. Once you reach that, even Father will have to respect your opinion. Then you’ll be free to choose your ideal husband.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei, of course, knew about this benefit. If a direct descendant of the Shang Family had average talent and could barely achieve a First Job Change, they’d receive two Advanced Martial Technique Manuals to aid a Second Job Change. If their talent allowed for a Second Job Change, they’d choose a Secret Technique Book to pursue the Third Job Change. Although she had already mastered the Secret Technique Blood Wheel, learning a second technique would clearly accelerate her Third Job Change, even boosting her class strength. She was even planning to apply for a Secret Technique Book from Father in another month or two.
    

    

    
      From this point of view, Shang Xinlei believed her inability to resist the family’s arrangements wasn’t without reason: the family had invested a lot in her, and she couldn’t betray their interests.
    

    

    
      “You gave up the Secret Technique Book for me?” Though she asked, Shang Xinlei already knew the answer in her heart.
    

    

    
      “No, I gave up mine.” Shang Qiao said casually. “Although you grasped a Secret Technique a bit faster than I did, my main path is Swordsmanship. The family has four Swordsmanship Secret Techniques. Even without a book, I can still master one. I might even achieve a Third Job Change faster than you—”
    

    

    
      “What are you doing!?”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao froze and saw Shang Xinlei slap the table and rise, her face flushed red with anger, her beautiful eyes filled with fury. “Why did you give up the Secret Technique Book!? You could’ve just told him I joined the Thieves’ House! That alone would be enough for him to see my value!”
    

    

    
      The last time he saw Shang Xinlei this angry was back when they were children, throwing cow dung at each other. It took him several seconds before he stammered out, “Because, because you’re my sister! I don’t want Father to treat you like some secret weapon to infiltrate the Thieves' House—who knows what kind of dangers might be involved. Giving up one Secret Technique Book to exchange for three years of time for you, that’s an incredible bargain for me.”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t it fine as it is now? If you think there’s a chance, then go ahead and take control of the Thieves' House. If you think it’s too risky, then just give up and come home. I only did this for your own good. What are you angry about?”
    

    

    
      “For my own good? Do you even know what truly is good for me?” Shang Xinlei was so furious she paced back and forth, pointing at Shang Qiao. “It’s that you should hurry up and reach your Third Job Change too! In this family, only you and I are truly related. Big Brother and Second Sister aren’t, Fifth Brother and Sixth Sister aren’t—only if both of us are Third-Stage Messengers can we truly have a voice in the Shang Family!”
    

    

    
      “That’s nonsense. We’re all siblings, and we get along fine. Would Big Brother really not support you?”
    

    

    
      What Shang Qiao said wasn’t false. Though they weren’t all from the same mother, they had grown up under Madam Gu’s care since childhood. They called the three of Shang Xuanwen’s wives as Kind Madam, Second Madam, and Third Madam, all treated with equal respect as mothers. There had never been differences in treatment, and the three madams rarely quarreled. Thus, the six siblings had a fairly harmonious relationship.
    

    

    
      “If it were outside, I’d trust Big Brother. But when it comes to internal matters of the Shang Family? I trust no one but you and me,” said Shang Xinlei. “Go to Father and tell him about this. I only need you to mention the Thieves' House, not to give up the Secret Technique Book.”
    

    

    
      “I won’t go.”
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll go!”
    

    

    
      “Shang Xinlei.”
    

    

    
      Just as she turned around, Shang Qiao suddenly called her full name. She turned back and saw that the usually docile brother now wore an uncharacteristically solemn expression. The moment he withdrew his smile, silence alone commanded authority.
    

    

    
      Only then did Shang Xinlei remember—Third Brother was the Military Secretary of the Prime Minister’s Residence, Father’s chief aide, the overseer of internal affairs. When Father did not handle the specifics, he was, in effect, the Prime Minister himself.
    

    

    
      “You always complain that Father uses people to their fullest potential, regardless of their personal wishes.” Shang Qiao stood up and walked beside her, speaking calmly. “But aren’t you doing the same now, thinking only of using me to the fullest?”
    

    

    
      “I just—”
    

    

    
      “For my own good?” Shang Qiao sighed. “That’s what I said earlier too. But what I hoped for was that both you and I could be more relaxed and happier; whereas what you want is to throw me into anxiety and place yourself in danger.”
    

    

    
      “I only want us to have more power to take control of our own lives.” Shang Xinlei held back her anger. “There are rumors outside that the elevation of Qun Liyan to Palace Attendant was a test from the royal family toward Father. The Shang Family has controlled the court for too long, and Father stepping down is all but certain. Even if the Shang Family doesn’t decline because of this, how it affects each individual is uncertain. No matter what, we’re not Kind Madam’s biological children. She and Big Brother are on the same side.”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao stared at Shang Xinlei and said, “You’re absolutely right. I have no rebuttal. Truly, you’re my eloquent and clever little sister.”
    

    

    
      “But I don’t accept it.” He shook his head slowly. “Just like how I disagree with many of Father’s arrangements.”
    

    

    
      “You and Father both believe you know what’s best, what’s right. You think there’s a path in this world that everyone must follow to find happiness. But you’ve never asked what others actually want. Xinlei, you… are more like Father than any of us.”
    

    

    
      “Your kindness toward others completely disregards how they feel.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei stood frozen.
    

    

    
      By the time she regained her senses, Shang Qiao had long since left.
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      Chapter 91: Thieves of Hooks Are Executed, Thieves of Nations Become Lords
    

    

    
      In the early hours before dawn, at the Thieves' House.
    

    

    
      “As everyone can see, tonight Shang Xuanwen is not resting at home, but staying on duty at the Ministry of Appointments.”
    

    

    
      Shedding her silent mushroom demeanor from noon, Shang Xinlei took control of the scene as soon as the midnight meeting began, completely ignoring Medicine Master Wen's violently trembling leg. She magnified the sandbox projection with three fingers to show everyone more clearly: “Staying overnight at the Ministry of Appointments has been a long-standing tradition. Currently, Great Liang has six State Ministers. Besides Shang Xuanwen and the two Ministers of the Ministry of Appointments, there are three more Deputy Ministers with the honorary title of State Minister. These six take turns staying on duty, but the schedule isn’t fixed—it’s decided among themselves. Therefore, we cannot determine whether Shang Xuanwen will be home or on duty at the Ministry of Appointments three days from now.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi raised a question: “Since he’s on duty today, wouldn’t that mean he won’t be on duty again in the next five days?”
    

    

    
      “All six are Messengers, not limited by physical stamina,” Shang Xinlei replied. “And with their heavy workload, it’s not uncommon for the six to not all be in Jiangnan. Staying on duty for several consecutive nights happens quite often.”
    

    

    
      “So we need two infiltration plans,” Medicine Master Wen attempted to reclaim control. “One for the Shang Residence, one for the Ministry of Appointments.”
    

    

    
      “Wrong. Three,” Shang Xinlei raised three fingers. “Also the Imperial Palace.”
    

    

    
      “It’s tradition in Great Liang for Hanlin Academicians to work inside the inner court. They handle memorials, draft imperial decrees, and offer counsel, and naturally, they stay overnight as well. Though there’s no set practice, if a State Minister receives critical intel at night, he may request an immediate audience with the Emperor and end up staying overnight in Wenyan Pavilion within the inner court.”
    

    

    
      “We’re in luck. The Shang Residence, the Imperial Palace, and the Ministry of Appointments are located in the southwest, central, and northwest parts of Jiangnan County, respectively. The Upper Ninth Road and Lower Ninth Road lie at their center, making all three accessible.”
    

    

    
      “First, the Shang Residence, which spans thirty mu. The central garden divides it into eastern, central, and western sections with nearly a hundred rooms. Shang Xuanwen’s study, bedroom, and training room are located in each section, respectively. The ideal infiltration point is the west wall, where trees allow climbing. It’s close to the bedroom—just a tea’s time to reach the destination.” Shang Xinlei gave detailed commentary, enlarging the sandbox projection as she spoke with practiced ease.
    

    

    
      “The Ministry of Appointments borders the palace compound and consists of the Grand Hall, the Six Ministries with twenty-four offices, storage rooms, and clerical quarters. Shang Xuanwen is currently staying in the Grand Hall, the innermost and most heavily guarded part, with dense patrols. A frontal infiltration is difficult, but look here—” Shang Xinlei enlarged the projection again. “Clerks often use this side gate. It’s poorly guarded. If one moves quickly, they can reach the Grand Hall before raising alarm.”
    

    

    
      “Last is the Imperial Palace. This is the most troublesome. The palace walls are tall, and infiltration requires a frontal entry. But once inside, the palace guards aren’t as troublesome—the area’s too large for them to cover effectively. Wenyan Pavilion is here, right next to the Jinhua Gate. Enter the palace, walk a few steps, and you’re there.”
    

    

    
      Everyone looked at Shang Xinlei in astonishment for laying out so much without pause. Yan Qing even felt like offering her a cup of water. But before he could, Shang Xinlei enlarged the image again, this time focusing on Shang Xuanwen, who was on duty in the Grand Hall: “Now that we’ve gone over the three infiltration targets, let’s talk about Shang Xuanwen himself.”
    

    

    
      “To my knowledge, Shang Xuanwen possesses three Third-Stage Tokens. The first is the Rare defensive token, Heartguard Mirror. It has seven layers of defense, capable of withstanding heavy damage. Lighter hits only break the outer layers, and as long as his Spirit Energy is sufficient, he can replenish the defenses at will. For example, during this evening’s assassination attempt—he fell into a pit, got bombarded by dozens of fire oil jars, yet still escaped unscathed.”
    

    

    
      “The second is a Rare offensive token, the Wave-Splitting Sword.”
    

    

    
      Here, Shang Xinlei glanced at Ying Ru Shi, who tactfully picked up the thread: “Northern Brave General, Southern Wave-Splitter. The Wave-Splitting Sword has two abilities. One increases damage with each successive strike; the other allows it to slice through wind and waves, neutralizing all Spirit Energy attacks with its slashes.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen snorted coldly, clearly disapproving of this mutual admiration between Qi and Liang citizens.
    

    

    
      “The third is a Concealment Token, Ming Shiyin,” Shang Xinlei continued. “This token is quite famous. Rumor says Shang Xuanwen acquired it by chance during his youth while exploring a Secret Realm. No one knows what it looks like. It makes Shang Xuanwen nearly undetectable—unless he speaks or touches you, you won’t notice him even if he’s standing right in front of you.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi immediately grew serious. Defense and offense could be dealt with, but this kind of concealment was a different matter. However, Medicine Master Wen’s mind worked fast and she asked, “Wait, didn’t you just say Shang Xuanwen was assassinated today? If Ming Shiyin is so powerful, how was he ambushed?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know either, but I have two guesses,” Shang Xinlei said. “The first is simple: the assassin had a detection token that exposed Shang Xuanwen. The second is they didn’t see through him—they simply ambushed a place where he was likely to appear, set up an event to lure him, then used sheer numbers to 'bump' him out.”
    

    

    
      Detection tokens were a bit troublesome, but the second guess had real value. Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi now looked at Shang Xinlei differently. They had once considered her the weakest in the Thieves' House, but tonight, her investigative and deductive skills had earned her the status of a true rival.
    

    

    
      “Shang Xuanwen definitely has more than these three tokens. Word on the street in Jiangnan says he might own a particularly mystical detection token,” Shang Xinlei added. “Many believe Shang Xuanwen can read minds.”
    

    

    
      “Read minds…” Medicine Master Wen murmured. “That means any tactic thought of during battle could be seen through. To counter him, we’d have to strike swiftly and ferociously.”
    

    

    
      “I have some ideas for dealing with invisibility,” Ying Ru Shi said. “If speaking negates it, then arson is undoubtedly the simplest method. We set fires in his bedroom or the Grand Hall without raising alarm. If he’s unaware, he’ll surely yell for help.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei highly approved and added, “The Heartguard Mirror is best suited for prolonged combat. To break it, we need a sudden burst of overwhelming damage. Since he may dodge by reading minds, at least two people must flank him to block his escape routes. Also, though Shang Xuanwen may become invisible, his guard cannot. Lately, there’s been a monk by his side—we can track him through the monk.”
    

    

    
        Watching them discussing so fervently, Yan Qing couldn’t help but scratch his head. He even began to doubt his memory—was it possible that Red Snake wasn’t Shang Xinlei, or that Shang Xuanwen wasn’t actually Shang Xinlei’s father?
    

    

    
      Otherwise, it was hard to explain why Shang Xinlei would be so enthusiastically plotting and strategizing with everyone on how to take down her own father. Her plan was so detailed, it seemed as though she had been preparing it for a long time, just waiting for a chance like the Thieves' House to come along.
    

    

    
      Or perhaps there wasn’t a single falsehood in Shang Xuanwen’s reputation—he truly was so loathed by man and ghost alike that even his own daughter wanted to personally commit patricide?
    

    

    
      “Everyone!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei clapped forcefully, drawing everyone’s attention back to her. “To be honest, after the last mission, I have absolute trust in your abilities. Plus, we have a full hour’s time buffer for this one, and it’s scheduled for nighttime. I believe this mission is well within our grasp.”
    

    

    
      “If that’s the case, why not take this opportunity to reap some extra benefit?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei enlarged the sandbox projection with three fingers, directing everyone’s gaze beneath the Imperial Palace. Only then did Yan Qing realize that about a dozen meters directly below the central square in front of the Taichu Hall of the palace, there was actually a hidden underground palace.
    

    

    
      “The Royal Inner Treasury of Great Liang.” Shang Xinlei’s voice brimmed with seductive allure: “Who would have thought that the Royal Inner Treasury would be placed right beneath the central square of the palace? Due to the terrain, neither the area above nor below has any real guards—at most, one squad of palace guards patrols every fifteen minutes, and they do so perfunctorily. After all, even they don’t know that the royal treasury lies directly beneath their feet.”
    

    

    
      “We have a full hour. Within this hour, we can move through Jiangnan County unimpeded, while the people of Jiangnan County can’t possibly react fast enough. Why limit ourselves to the mere Heaven-Relying Sword? Isn’t the Royal Inner Treasury far more worth stealing?”
    

    

    
      “In fact, we don’t even need to seek out Shang Xuanwen. As long as we seize what matters most to him, he’ll hand over the Heaven-Relying Sword willingly.”
    

    

    
      As Shang Xinlei zoomed the view again, the sandbox projection shifted from the Royal Inner Treasury to a palace within the Imperial Palace. On a bed inside the palace lay a young boy, surrounded by palace attendants standing night watch. The security here was far stricter than in other areas.
    

    

    
      “He is…” Medicine Master Wen’s pupils contracted sharply.
    

    

    
      “The Emperor of Great Liang!” Shang Xinlei spread her arms wide, as though embracing the entire world. “Think about it—if we seize the Emperor and then retreat to the Archway within the allotted time, won’t we have everything we desire? Secret Technique Books, Martial Technique Manuals, Tokens—if we hold the Emperor, they’ll offer up whatever we ask. Let alone a single Heaven-Relying Sword?”
    

    

    
      “Thieves of hooks are executed, thieves of nations become lords.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei stood up, palms pressed against the stone table, sweeping her gaze across everyone. “Seize the Heaven-Relying Sword. Steal the Royal Inner Treasury. Capture the Emperor. Command Great Liang. This is my plan—do you dare to join me?”
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      「‘Initial Zhen Sanshan’ milestone has been achieved.」
    

    

    
      「Milestone reward: Basic Whetstone has been added to the Personal Storage tab.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing began his daily run of the Zhen Sanshan Secret Realm early in the morning. He had already mastered this instance to the point where he could clear it without effort; even with just Jiang Ten and Ye Si, it could be completed within ten minutes. When he finished defeating the boss for the second time, the game screen suddenly notified him that a new achievement had been unlocked.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing opened the notification and discovered it was a hidden milestone.
    

    

    
      「Initial Zhen Sanshan: After defeating ‘Zhen Sanshan’ Zheng Shan 50 times, reward: Basic Whetstone. Upon reaching this milestone, player damage to ‘Zhen Sanshan’ Zheng Shan is reduced by 20%, Zheng Shan's attacks deal additional fire damage to the player, and loot drop rate from Zheng Shan increases by 5%.」
    

    

    
      「Next milestone · Renowned Zhen Sanshan: Defeat ‘Zhen Sanshan’ Zheng Shan 200 times (50/200).」
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      For a moment, Yan Qing didn’t quite know what to make of this milestone. A 5% increase in loot drops was nice, sure—but reducing the player’s damage by 20% was far too much!
    

    

    
      As a level designer, he could understand the design logic behind this milestone: increasing loot to improve returns—if the player was willing to farm this instance, they should be rewarded more. Decreasing damage was a way to increase difficulty, adding some challenge to prevent players from getting bored.
    

    

    
      If players found it too troublesome and stopped farming it, all the better. After all, if a player repeatedly farmed an instance, it was likely not just because the instance was fun, but because the rewards outweighed those of other instances. This milestone had no effect on ordinary players, who might only farm the instance once or twice a day. But for gold-farming studios that spammed the most cost-effective instance non-stop, the impact was huge. It could effectively curb their influence on the game environment.
    

    

    
      Understanding was one thing, but right now Yan Qing was sitting on the player's side. Naturally, he wanted higher returns from the instance and lower difficulty. Ideally, he would hit 999999 damage in one click, clear the stage, and walk away with the rewards.
    

    

    
      Opening Jiang Ten’s Personal Storage, Yan Qing found that the milestone reward, the Basic Whetstone, was actually an Immortal-grade item.
    

    

    
      「Basic Whetstone」
    

    

    
      「Grade: Immortal」
    

    

    
      「Only effective on White Iron Straight Blade」
    

    

    
      「Cannot be transferred, never wears out, account-unique」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Sharpen: Restores the durability of the White Iron Straight Blade through sharpening.」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Flame Pattern: Through sharpening, imbues the White Iron Straight Blade with a flame pattern, adding fire damage. Each White Iron Straight Blade can only be imbued once.」
    

    

    
      「Commentary: It’s said that Zheng Shan’s ancestor was a Flame Walker from Flame Mountain, renowned far and wide. But by the time it reached Zheng Shan, all that was left was this ancestral whetstone. Now that Zheng Shan has discovered the whetstone in your possession, burning with rage, he will use the Flame Blade on you.」
    

    

    
      He needed a place to use the whetstone. Currently, the auxiliary soldiers were still looting Zheng Shan’s home in the Secret Realm, so Yan Qing returned to Jiang Ten’s room in the Military Camp. He clicked in sequence: ‘Whetstone’ → ‘White Iron Straight Blade’ → empty ground.
    

    

    
      Then Jiang Ten pulled a large foot-pedal whetstone from his sleeve, placed the White Iron Straight Blade on it, sat on the frame, and began pedaling. The blade was pressed against the stone, and the screen switched to first-person view, displaying a whetstone tutorial.
    

    

    
      There was even a matching mini-game.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing picked it up quickly. Moments later, the screen displayed: 「You completed a poor sharpening」, and a new blade appeared on screen.
    

    

    
      「Flame Pattern Straight Blade」
    

    

    
      「Grade: First-Stage Normal」
    

    

    
      「Durability: 47/47 (Due to poor sharpening, maximum durability decreased)」
    

    

    
      「Base Attack: 2~10 points of cutting damage + 1 point of fire damage」
    

    

    
      「Commentary: A junk blade made by a junk craftsman with a junk whetstone, damaging the original weapon’s performance.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing compared the Flame Pattern Straight Blade with the White Iron Straight Blade and found… the Flame Pattern Straight Blade was indeed worse. The White Iron Straight Blade had originally dealt 3~15 base damage, so the total damage of the new blade was actually lower.
    

    

    
      However, since there was such a thing as poor sharpening, there must also be high-quality sharpening. After sharpening the blade four times, Yan Qing finally completed a superior sharpening.
    

    

    
      「Flame Pattern Straight Blade」
    

    

    
      「Grade: First-Stage Normal」
    

    

    
      「Durability: 60/50 (Due to superior sharpening, gained bonus durability beyond the maximum limit)」
    

    

    
      「Base Attack: 5~15 points of cutting damage (Due to superior sharpening, minimum damage increased by 2) + 5 points of fire damage」
    

    

    
      「Commentary: A normal blade made by an average craftsman using a junk whetstone.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing found the reward from the whetstone rather decent—not just for the Flame Pattern enchantment, but especially for its durability restoration effect. In the game, restoring the durability of a Token was quite a hassle, and he had already broken several White Iron Straight Blades.
    

    

    
      If even the Basic Whetstone could restore durability, grant bonus durability, and increase minimum damage, wouldn’t a Premium Whetstone be absolutely phenomenal?
    

    

    
      The only pity was that it could only be used on the White Iron Straight Blade. If it could be used on all weapons… then it definitely wouldn’t be something one could obtain just by clearing a low-level instance fifty times.
    

    

    
      Seeing the pile of White Iron Straight Blades in the storage, and then looking at the Basic Whetstone, Yan Qing’s eyes twitched as a sudden idea formed in his mind.
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      Around noon, at the junction of the Upper Ninth Road and Lower Ninth Road.
    

    

    
      This area was filled with eateries and restaurants, and the foot traffic was already heavy at noon. As a traffic hub, the road beneath the Junction Archway was wide enough for four carriages to pass side-by-side, yet now it was so congested that not even water could seep through. A large crowd gathered beneath the archway, staring at the Blackboard. Every time the numbers changed on it, discussions and even arguments erupted.
    

    

    
      "Nine thousand Spirit Jade! The Blade Technique Manual has reached nine thousand Spirit Jade! Is it going to hit over ten thousand like yesterday?"
    

    

    
      "Impossible. Yesterday ten copies were sold, today it’s only three. What does that tell you? It means manuals are sold every day! If that’s the case, the price will drop eventually—the later you buy, the cheaper it gets!"
    

    

    
      "That’s ridiculous. What if he stops selling them someday?"
    

    

    
      "He’ll definitely keep selling. Right now it’s the Immortal taking pity on us, sharing manuals from the Immortal Realm into the Trading Board, letting everyone compete fairly. The wealthy obtain them early, the poor later. Everyone will become a Messenger—it’s only a matter of time!"
    

    

    
      "Fool. If I had money, I’d rather hoard them than let some pauper buy it cheap."
    

    

    
      "Why would the Immortal trade two Blade Technique Manuals for one Dual Blade Manual? Is the Dual Blade that much stronger than the single blade?"
    

    

    
      "No way... right?"
    

    

    
      "Anyone know what those five Flame Pattern Straight Blades are? Their lowest price has already soared past five thousand!"
    

    

    
      "Anything from the Immortal must be premium. If I had money, I’d buy one too."
    

    

    
      In the crowd, Shang Xuanwen and the Rat Monk didn’t attract any attention at all. In fact, because of their towering statures, they were frequently bumped into—so much so that their boots were stepped dirty.
    

    

    
      "Immortal?" Shang Xuanwen said coldly, "Selling manuals, selling Tokens… Big Monk, does the Buddha resemble this Immortal—bringing not peace to the earth, but weapons and war?"
    

    

    
      "I don’t study the scriptures," Yan Qing felt a bit guilty. Fortunately, the in-game Rat Monk showed no such emotions. "But if not for the aristocratic clans monopolizing violence, how would common folk ever covet the Immortal’s goods so much? If ordinary people could become Messengers on their own merit, why would they hurl thousands of jade for a single manual or a single Token?"
    

    

    
      After realizing that the Flame Pattern Long Blade was different from the White Iron Straight Blade, Yan Qing realized he could put it up for sale at the Treasure Pavilion. He had previously refrained from selling the White Iron Straight Blade because it was too closely tied to him—selling it might alert other thieves that the 'Merchant Immortal' in the Trading Board was him. To minimize risk, Yan Qing had chosen to forgo the money.
    

    

    
      But the Flame Pattern Long Blade was a different story. The appearance was distinct, and as long as Yan Qing didn’t use it himself, no one would connect him to the seller. Naturally, he would never use it either—he had Bingzi Pepper Forest and Autumn Ink, and the Flame Pattern Long Blade didn’t qualify for his main weapon stash.
    

    

    
      Using two Blade Technique Manuals to exchange for one Dual Blade Manual was an experiment. Yan Qing found it too troublesome to comprehend Dual Blade techniques on his own. Then he remembered that the Treasure Pavilion allowed bartering, so he tried to make a trade.
    

    

    
      "If there’s a father and son, the father unkind, the son unfilial, but because the son can’t beat the father and the father still needs the son to help plow the fields, they barely get by. Now, if a passerby sells the son a blade, leading to patricide and starvation due to no one left to farm—who’s at fault?"
    

    

    
      "Of course it’s the father’s fault. With fatherly kindness, comes filial piety. Even without the blade, once the son grows up, he’d kill the father anyway."
    

    

    
      "But what if the son is never allowed to grow up, never allowed to wield a blade?"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing raised a brow. "So you mean the father's cruelty is irreversible, and thus the son must be restrained for peace? But if father and son live in mutual suspicion and hatred, how is that different from the End of the Dharma Age? Better to have a blade-seller let them settle the matter cleanly. When spring returns, others will farm and multiply over their graves."
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen, unusually, fell silent. Apparently unable to refute the logic, he turned and walked out of the crowd, with Yan Qing following closely behind. The two arrived at a nearby beef noodle shop. Its specialty was beef fried sauce tossed noodles. Yan Qing was quite interested, but the Rat Monk was bald, so he could only order a vegetarian bowl.
    

    

    
      The Rat Monk had been idle all morning, and Yan Qing only switched back to him near noon, discovering that the Rat Monk had followed Shang Xuanwen to the Ministry of Appointments. Serving as a guard, the Rat Monk had stood at the gate of the Administrative Hall all morning. At noon, when Shang Xuanwen went out for lunch, the Rat Monk naturally followed, which was how they stumbled upon the excitement at the Junction Archway.
    

    

    
      Staring at the menu on the noodle shop wall, Shang Xuanwen suddenly asked, "Do you notice anything?"
    

    

    
      "Not at all," Yan Qing couldn’t be bothered with riddles.
    

    

    
      "There’s beef noodles, chicken noodles, but no lamb. Do you know why?"
    

    

    
      "This isn’t the north. Is the absence of lamb really that strange?"
    

    

    
      "In the Huai North region, lamb flatbread is a famous delicacy." Shang Xuanwen shook his head. "In Jiangnan County, beef and chicken are more common, because the nearby Secret Realms mostly yield cattle and poultry. The Secret Realms in Huai North produce sheep, so lamb is more prevalent there."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had a vague idea of what he was getting at, and smiled. "Looks like the Prime Minister is someone who plans his counterattack carefully before striking back."
    

    

    
      "In every dynasty and era, it's always the Messenger who is unkind, and the commoner who is unfilial. Reconciliation?" Shang Xuanwen said, "Messengers believe they conquer Secret Realms to nourish the people, but the people lack the ability to repay them—only giving without return. Where is the kindness? The people resent Messengers for being lofty and untouchable, with power monopolized by aristocratic clans, while they themselves can only toil as Mediocre Masses in the soil all their lives. Where is the filial piety?"
    

    

    
      "Just because it's always been this way, does that make it right?" Yan Qing found an opportunity to quote a famous figure from his previous life, feeling the rush of being a literary plagiarist.
    

    

    
      "Of course it's right."
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen spoke sternly. "A Foundation-stage cultivator can crush mountains and rivers with a flick. When Messengers form an army, they are invincible. When Messengers stand together, commoners do not even have the right to speak. Yet the Secret Realms in this world are finite, and resources limited. Only a small handful are destined to become Messengers, the rest remain commoners."
    

    

    
      "As long as Secret Realms haven’t flooded the world enough to allow most people to become Messengers, then Messengers above and commoners below is the supreme natural order. Any upheaval of hierarchy is evil."
    

    

    
      "Now the hearts of the people are unstable, stirred by the Immortal’s goods into harboring desires they shouldn’t have. If someone fans the flames in secret and incites chaos, forcing the Court to raise the execution blade, would you say it’s the Court’s fault, the people’s fault, or the Immortal’s fault?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen already had a serious appearance. When he said a long passage solemnly, Yan Qing felt like a primary school student, and Shang Xuanwen the disciplinarian. If they were talking face-to-face, Yan Qing would probably only nod meekly and wouldn’t dare think of a rebuttal until late at night in bed.
    

    

    
      But in-game, Yan Qing took a bite of the persimmon cake an old man had given him yesterday, and the Rat Monk organized his thoughts and replied, "Prime Minister, you’re avoiding the fact that the Court monopolizes the path to becoming a Messenger. Don’t talk about Military Garrison paths where one trades life for advancement. An ordinary person wouldn’t take that risk unless they were desperate. Since you know the contradiction between high and low is this severe, why not try to ease it, give commoners a bit of hope?"
    

    

    
      "Burden too heavy to shift." After speaking, Shang Xuanwen shook his head. "No, I should say that from the very beginning, the Great Liang never had that capacity. The territory is too small, resources too scarce. Emperor Taizu could only cooperate with the Seven Great Clans, supported by the Nine-Rank System, to barely cultivate usable troops to contend against Great Zhou and Great Qi. The current Great Liang is like a patient dressed in brocade—splendid on the outside, but declining day by day."
    

    

    
      "Only when the Central Plains is unified, when the sovereign holds full power, can he open the Heavenly Path, bless the world, and secure a hundred years of peace. Great Liang is unstable, true, but isn’t Great Zhou and Great Qi on the verge of destruction as well? When the time comes, we may go south and campaign north. Perhaps then, as you said, we may ease the high-low contradiction."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t know how to respond. He hadn’t expected a real answer. His remarks were basically political backseat-driving—how could policies affecting millions be decided by a few words? If Shang Xuanwen entertained him, it meant he had already lost.
    

    

    
      But Shang Xuanwen truly went on to explain that Great Liang was rotten on the inside, merely decaying slower than other nations, and had no power to reform. His honesty instead made Yan Qing a bit embarrassed. Fortunately, the Rat Monk had no such extraneous feelings.
    

    

    
      "Why tell me all this? Does the Prime Minister believe this humble monk will one day become a general?"
    

    

    
      At that moment, two bowls of noodles were served. Shang Xuanwen picked up his chopsticks, took a bite, and slowly said, "I've said these things to many people. Of course, not all of them challenge me as directly as you do. But when discussing state affairs, it’s inevitable that people express concern for Great Liang’s future."
    

    

    
      "I dislike hollow words, so I tell them directly—our country is in gradual decline. The clans grow stronger, the bureaucracy bloated. Let go, and chaos follows. Tighten control, and things suffocate. It’s like a rotting, broken ship. They often propose all sorts of plans to rejuvenate Great Liang. I neither oppose nor support them. I simply say—wait until you hold power, then act on your ideals. But as long as I am in office, all of you must diligently patch this broken vessel. Anyone who acts without permission will be expelled from the Court."
    

    

    
      "When national power rises, what’s needed are bold, progressive officials. But when power wanes, what’s needed are cautious ones who make fewer mistakes and stir less trouble." As he spoke, Shang Xuanwen continued eating, sounding less like a man discussing national affairs, and more like an old man chatting at a street corner. "I’m telling you these things, Big Monk, because I believe you may one day hold a high position. But as long as I remain Prime Minister of the Great Liang, whatever you wish to do—you’ll have to swallow it."
    

    

    
      "I thought you were trying to entrust me with your governing philosophy," Yan Qing said with a smile.
    

    

    
      "Times change, the world shifts—what law can last forever? Perhaps one among you may be like the Marquis Zhongwu, capable of holding up the heavens and patching the sky, but I lack the eye to see it." Shang Xuanwen said calmly, "All I wish is that before I retire, I can leave behind a Great Liang that is still fit to fight."
    

    

    
      "My talents can barely keep this century-old ship of Great Liang afloat until it reaches the next ferry dock."
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      Chapter 93: Scheme to Steal the Heaven-Reliant Sword
    

    

    
      After finishing their noodles, the two returned to the Ministry of Appointments. Shang Xuanwen was taking a noon break at the Administrative Hall, while Yan Qing strolled around the Ministry of Appointments. He even spotted the side gate Shang Xinlei had mentioned and calculated the distance—it was indeed possible to dash to the Administrative Hall within five minutes.
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, Yan Qing switched back to Jiang Ten's account and continued grinding Secret Realms. How should one put it—Gai Louxian seemed to have left Jiang Ten and Ye Si to their own devices. Now, they could grind the Secret Realm seven or eight times a day. The Auxiliary Troops only needed to carry away the most valuable supplies during their breaks, and the pair could continue on. Back in the day, Gai Louxian strictly forbade such "wasteful extravagance."
    

    

    
      After three runs, Yan Qing was feeling a bit tired. On an open field, holding dual blades—Bingzi Pepper Forest in his right hand and Autumn Ink in his left—he attempted to comprehend the Basic Dual Blade Technique. Since the dual blade technique was derived from blade techniques, and with the Martial Arts Prodigy milestone buff, even though he had trained for two days and still hadn’t mastered it, at least the dual blade control was now far smoother than at the beginning.
    

    

    
      Feeling somewhat hungry, Yan Qing first checked what Jiang Ten was eating, then switched to the Rat Monk’s account and found that Shang Xuanwen was still at the Administrative Hall and hadn’t gotten off duty.
    

    

    
      He didn’t bother indulging Shang Xuanwen and directly entered the room and asked, “It’s time for dinner.”
    

    

    
      “You go ahead, I don’t eat after noon.”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you have a family dinner last night?”
    

    

    
      “Exceptions are made only for family banquets.”
    

    

    
      With that said, Yan Qing left the Administrative Hall on his own, thinking that if the noodle shop from earlier was still open, he’d have the Rat Monk wear a hat and go buy a bowl of Beef Fried Sauce Tossed Noodles.
    

    

    
      But before long, Yan Qing returned to the Administrative Hall again. Perhaps Shang Xuanwen was just too easy to talk to, or perhaps Yan Qing was genuinely curious. He said directly to Shang Xuanwen:
    

    

    
      “I know about the matter regarding Miss Shang Si’s friend, Qian Gongyu.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen set down his brush and looked up. He glanced at the sky outside, turned the turquoise lamp on his desk, and it lit up instantly—it was evidently a mysterious item from the Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      “A Prime Minister of a nation really has to resort to such underhanded tricks? Do you really think Qian Gongyu will never realize it?”
    

    

    
      “I’m not afraid of her realizing it,” Shang Xuanwen replied. “She’ll resent me, but she will also rely on Xinlei, and everything Xinlei helps her with. So-called grievances and hatred can all be made up for later. People are, after all, very forgetful.”
    

    

    
      “But don’t you realize this method of yours will cause your family to become estranged from you?” Yan Qing asked. “With your intelligence, can’t you think of a better way? Qian Gongyu is your daughter’s friend.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen glanced at the Rat Monk, a hint of mockery showing on his face. “You discussed national affairs with me at noon, and now you’re questioning my decisions at night? Has the Big Monk already started assuming the role of a State Minister of Great Liang so soon?”
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, he asked, “Do you want to know why I value you so highly?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s heart stirred. Shang Xuanwen’s shift in topic was deft—he indeed wanted to know. Just being a “lifesaver” wasn’t enough to explain the mentoring-level treatment he’d received.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen touched his right ear, revealing an earring with a tiny bell hanging behind it, one that made no sound.
    

    

    
      “Soul-Seeking Bell, a common token. Its function should only be detecting whether someone harbors hostility, but when I wear it, I can faintly hear the unspoken meanings in others’ words, even hear the true thoughts beneath their speech.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s eyes widened. To think there was such a token in The Messenger? The intelligence from Shang Xinlei last night had been spot-on, but—
    

    

    
      “Why tell me this?”
    

    

    
      “Because, Big Monk, you are among the few from whom I can detect no hostility whatsoever—no dissonance between speech and heart. Your soul is pure, like glazed crystal,” Shang Xuanwen said calmly. “In all these decades, I’ve met only a few like you. They all knew this secret of mine and have kept it to this day. So I believe you will also keep it.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked and mulled it over. He roughly understood the situation now.
    

    

    
      Of course Shang Xuanwen would find the Rat Monk sincere—that was because the soul (Yan Qing) and the body (Rat Monk) weren’t in the same place!
    

    

    
      To Shang Xuanwen, looking at the Rat Monk was like looking at a puppet without a soul—of course he couldn’t detect any internal conflict.
    

    

    
      No wonder Shang Xuanwen valued the Rat Monk so highly. After all, most people in this world say one thing and think another. Only children say what they truly feel. Interacting with others for Shang Xuanwen was like browsing a webpage full of endless pop-ups and ads—annoying and unclosable. But being with the Rat Monk was like opening a clean, uncluttered webpage. Naturally, he valued people like the Rat Monk more.
    

    

    
      “After so many years of hearing others’ true thoughts, I no longer have any expectations for so-called ‘shared hearts and minds.’ Parents, siblings, spouses, children—no matter how close the relationship, resentment and distance will eventually arise,” Shang Xuanwen said flatly. “I only do what I believe is right.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt another stir in his heart. Shang Xuanwen had said last night that he was looking forward to a peaceful family dinner—it had been sincere.
    

    

    
      “So your idea of ‘right’ is knowing full well your daughter’s friend is being framed, and using the opportunity to seek benefits for your family?” Yan Qing asked.
    

    

    
      “Framed?” Shang Xuanwen raised an eyebrow. “How are you so sure it was a setup? Wasn’t the missing Lin Yuan a guard of the Qian Family? He’s linked to a murder case—how can the Qian Family distance themselves from that?”
    

    

    
      “Because it was clearly—”
    

    

    
      "The noble clans enjoy many privileges in Great Liang, but they must also bear many responsibilities. Disciplining household servants is the least of them," Shang Xuanwen interrupted him. "Do you really think the Qian Family is blameless?"
    

    

    
      "But what about the truth? What about the real mastermind behind the framing?" Yan Qing frowned. "Punishing only the Qian Family without going after the culprit—how is that different from unjust laws?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen stared coldly at him. Yan Qing didn't look away from the screen, meeting his gaze through the Rat Monk.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, he stood up. The turquoise lamp cast a huge shadow of him on the wall, startling Yan Qing into thinking he had lost control and was about to lash out. But Shang Xuanwen merely turned back and pulled a booklet from the bookshelf, tossing it into the Rat Monk’s hands.
    

    

    
      "Page thirteen."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing flipped it open and saw it was the roster of the Left Xiaoqi Army. Page thirteen contained information on a soldier named Hero Yang, a Second-Stage Messenger with multiple scouting tokens, skilled in tracking. This man came from a noble family but had been imprisoned for murder. It was only due to the new emperor's accession and the ensuing general amnesty that he escaped punishment. Logically, with a blemished record, he shouldn't have been able to join a vital unit like the Left Xiaoqi Army, but he had been promoted all the way up.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought to himself that Shang Xinlei had been right—Shang Xuanwen liked using people with past wrongs. Instead of leveraging merit, he preferred to leverage faults.
    

    

    
      "I’ve already sent him to search for the fugitive Lin Yuan. Once he’s found, the truth will naturally come to light. Even if we only find a corpse, we’ll know who killed him," Shang Xuanwen said. "But I already know who the mastermind is—the Qun Family and Lin Family are preparing to pay compensation. They’re just waiting for me to grab their tails."
    

    

    
      "What?" Yan Qing thought he had misheard.
    

    

    
      "For the aristocratic clans, the law is just a clearly priced menu. As long as they pay, they can break the law," Shang Xuanwen stood before the window, looking out at the Ministry of Appointments. "Just like Qian Gongyu only had to pay a year’s time and lend out some tokens—they too can pay higher costs to compensate the court. They’re even willing to negotiate with the court in this way."
    

    

    
      "That kind of law doesn’t sound just."
    

    

    
      "What do you think law is? A heavenly decree that everyone will follow without question once announced?" Shang Xuanwen shook his head. "Do you think anyone really cares about the truth? Officials just want to get off duty quickly. Constables just want to line their pockets. Noble clans just want to stay above the rest. Without benefit, why would they uphold the law?"
    

    

    
      "Back when Emperor Taizu of Liang issued the Twelve Jade Laws, they were meant to serve as the keel of the great ship that is Great Liang. And I, using those laws, these nails, barely patch the holes in the boat. From Emperor Taizu to me, all we’re doing is reminding the Messengers that the law still exists. As for making them fear the law—that’s not something a southern state barely holding on can manage."
    

    

    
      "You think I’ve wronged Qian Gongyu, but after this event, won’t she be more attentive in managing her servants?" Shang Xuanwen looked at the Rat Monk. "I restrained one person, and in the future, she may restrain many. That way, countless commoners might suffer slightly less under the Qian Family. The Qun Family and Chen Family are the same—if crime costs them, they’ll start considering whether it’s worth it."
    

    

    
      The Rat Monk fell silent, seemingly pondering a rebuttal. Shang Xuanwen didn’t press him and waited for a long time without hearing a response. Then he said, "You’ve only been in my residence a day and already uncovered this. Your intelligence-gathering ability isn’t bad."
    

    

    
      "Just a coincidence."
    

    

    
      "You’ve earned my approval. In a few days, I’ll arrange for you to join the Secret Realm Garrison for training."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing froze and couldn’t help but say, "Is it because this humble monk talks too much? Better to send me far away and out of sight?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen ignored Yan Qing’s jest and said calmly, "You can feel compassion for the commoners and also feel indignation for the noble clans."
    

    

    
      "When you one day hold power, I hope you can still keep your original heart."
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      In the dead of night, at the Thieves' House.
    

    

    
      Due to mission timing, the meetings over the next three days would all be held in the middle of the night. The thieves adjusted their routines accordingly.
    

    

    
      Last night, Shang Xinlei had proposed the plan to steal from the Imperial Secret Treasury. Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi had not agreed rashly but returned to their residences to consider it further. Tonight, they planned to discuss the details again. If they could ensure over eighty percent chance of success... they intended to go through with it.
    

    

    
      However, Yan Qing opened the session with something that left everyone stunned.
    

    

    
      "I might be able to steal the Heaven-Reliant Sword directly."
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      March 24th, yet another ordinary day.
    

    

    
      As the sun set in the west, Jiangnan lit up in a riot of colors. Even while standing guard at the Ministry of Appointments, one could still see the brilliance on the horizon. Just like Chang'an, the outer county towns were the true places of revelry, while Jiangnan served more as a residence for the powerful. At the end of each day, countless officials would call on friends to indulge in pleasure. Even the Rat Monk received many party invitations—not from just any nobodies, but from notable aristocratic officials or young masters of noble families wanting to ‘get to know him.’
    

    

    
      By rights, if even the Rat Monk—a guard by the Prime Minister’s side—enjoyed such treatment, then the courtesy extended to Shang Xuanwen should be even more extravagant. Yet over the past three days, Yan Qing had neither seen him attend any banquets nor received any invitations or gifts meant for him. Every official who met him focused solely on reporting work, with not a trace of flattery or bootlicking.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing once sighed that Great Liang still had good officials, but Shang Xuanwen shook his head and said, “Flattery is still flattery, even if it comes wrapped in duty. But at least those who want to flatter me are willing to take the time to read the reports handed in by the aides. That’s what I want.”
    

    

    
      As night deepened, lights lit up within the Administrative Hall. Tonight was Shang Xuanwen’s night duty. He would work until the hour of the pig, then rest in the room behind the hall. Yan Qing glanced up at the sky, a creeping tension growing in his heart.
    

    

    
      At midnight tonight, it would be time for the thieves to act.
    

    

    
      During the Thieves’ House meeting two days prior, after Yan Qing suggested they could directly steal the Wave-Splitting Sword, they finally came up with a plan balancing the mission and profit: if Yan Qing succeeded in stealing the sword, they would quietly infiltrate the Imperial Palace and plunder the Inner Treasury; if he failed, then they would simply rob the sword by force—and if time permitted, they could still take a stroll through the palace.
    

    

    
      In simple terms: the mission comes first!
    

    

    
      The Inner Treasury of the Imperial Palace was certainly tempting, but everyone knew the difference between one big feast and guaranteed daily meals. Completing the mission was the highest priority. If there was strength to spare, only then would they consider a free-for-all in Great Liang’s Inner Treasury.
    

    

    
      As for Shang Xinlei’s plan to kidnap the Emperor, it was unanimously vetoed. Though the potential gains were massive and incredibly prestigious—enough to make both the ambitious Medicine Master Wen of Zhou and the loyal Ying Ru Shi of Qi deeply tempted—after a day of deliberation, they resolutely gave up the chance to etch their names into history.
    

    

    
      Too many variables. Too much risk. They were geniuses and prodigies, yes, but not gamblers with their lives.
    

    

    
      Though the plan was rejected, their attitude toward Shang Xinlei had obviously shifted to one of respect. Before this, she had merely been seen as a carefree noble lady. Afterward, they would always remember that the Thieves’ House had someone far more daring and risk-taking than they were.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei raised no objections to the plan. Yan Qing had kept a close eye on her activities over the past two days. Besides shopping around Jiangnan, she visited the Imperial Palace to play with the Princess—though she was more likely mapping out the guards’ patrol routes and locating the Inner Treasury entrance.
    

    

    
      So Shang Xinlei wasn’t trying to kill her father, but simply wanted to loot the Inner Treasury? Could it be that she felt she owed Qian Gongyu too much and wanted Great Liang’s national treasury to offer some compensation?
    

    

    
      If that were the case, Yan Qing would be fully supportive. He was poor too. He needed subsidies!
    

    

    
      Yes, even though Yan Qing could now earn tens of thousands of Spirit Jade daily by selling manuals and Flame Pattern Straight Blades, he was still a poor man.
    

    

    
      Because for some reason, Gai Louxian had opened the Banner Leader purchase access channel for Jiang Ten and Ye Si. In Qi's garrison system, only Messengers could serve as Banner Leaders, so the lowest qualification to purchase Messenger materials was Banner Leader. Although Jiang Ten and Ye Si met the strength requirement, they lacked the military seniority—unless someone influential backed and promoted them, they wouldn’t become Banner Leaders for at least a year of service.
    

    

    
      Now, without needing promotion, they could directly purchase Messenger supplies. Such an opportunity was not one Yan Qing would miss, especially since he needed many of the items:
    

    

    
      "Thunderclap Blade Technique Manual" – 1000 Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      "Cangjian Villa Toolkit" – 1000 Spirit Jade each.
    

    

    
      "Bandit Tailor Kit" – 200 Spirit Jade each.
    

    

    
      "Shopkeeper’s Jewelry Cleaning Kit" – 300 Spirit Jade each.
    

    

    
      "Refined Gold Furnace Liquid" – 3000 Spirit Jade each.
    

    

    
      That’s right. Even though Jiang Ten and Ye Si could farm dozens of Thunderclap Blade Technique manuals per week, each one still cost 1000 Spirit Jade. But at least now they could be acquired via official channels. Yan Qing bought ten copies to stockpile. Though they wouldn’t increase level, they could speed up the activation of blade-type Tokens.
    

    

    
      Many Martial Techniques in The Messenger had this trait—they didn’t boost level but could increase combat effectiveness, albeit slightly.
    

    

    
      As for the various toolkits, they could be used to restore the durability of low-grade weapons, clothing, and jewelry Tokens, as well as to repair damaged Tokens.
    

    

    
      In The Messenger, restoring Token durability was a troublesome affair, giving rise to an entire industry. There wasn’t an official NPC who could just “ding” and repair all Tokens in one go. These toolkits, while stackable, each occupied one inventory slot. For many players, the first thing they did after a battle was open their Personal Storage to check Token durability.
    

    

    
      These toolkits also came in different qualities. Among those mentioned, only the “Cangjian Villa Toolkit” could fully restore durability. The other two would reduce the maximum durability by one point, and this difference was reflected in their pricing.
    

    

    
      Thus, players often referred to acquiring their favorite Token as “marriage.” Getting the Token was just the beginning; they would then spend countless resources and effort maintaining it.
    

    

    
      Surprisingly, although the durability feature was cumbersome, player reviews were mixed. Those who disliked it complained about the hassle. Those who appreciated it thought the durability system added just the right amount of hardcore depth. Some players were even willing to pay more than tenfold in resources to restore lost maximum durability.
    

    

    
      Items like "Refined Gold Furnace Liquid" were the least likely repair tools players would use. Although it could repair a damaged item, the cost was a reduction of 20 levels on the Token and a 50% decrease in durability—essentially demoting a Third-Stage Token or lower directly to First-Stage.
    

    

    
      The price was utterly outrageous, but it was clearly a deliberate design. If players didn’t want to pay such a devastating cost, they had to take good care of their Tokens.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing bought the toolkits specifically for Bingzi Pepper Forest. When Jiang Ten used it to slash enemies, it lost a few durability points. Though it was still far from being damaged, it made Yan Qing uncomfortable—like having a beautiful girl crawling all over him.
    

    

    
      When he took out the "Cangjian Villa Toolkit" and followed the manual to maintain Bingzi Pepper Forest, the entire process took nearly half an hour. At that moment, Yan Qing suddenly understood why players treated their Tokens like lovers—it had gone through so much with you, fought for you, got damaged for you, and you in turn spent time and energy repairing and cherishing it. The amount of time you invested in each other was the same. How could you not care?
    

    

    
      The "Cangjian Villa Toolkit" also had a limited purchase cap. Yan Qing bought out all five available packs and still felt he hadn’t stockpiled enough.
    

    

    
      Though expensive, toolkits alone weren’t enough to empty Yan Qing’s small treasury. He became broke only because he bought the "Advanced Footwork Manual"—priced at 200,000 Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      Two hundred thousand!
    

    

    
      By contrast, the "Advanced Throwing Ring Manual" on the same list cost only 130,000 Spirit Jade, and the "Advanced Shield Warrior Manual" just 150,000. When Yan Qing asked why the Advanced Footwork cost so much, Gai Louxian gave a classic market-driven answer: “Because everyone wants it.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had no choice but to buy it. He didn’t think his Comprehension could reach the passing threshold to self-learn an advanced Martial Technique. He had originally wanted to buy the Advanced Dual Blade Manual, but Gai Louxian told him a cruel truth: Dual Blades were too rare to be circulated.
    

    

    
      Obviously, before the military ranks had a chance, the nobles had already consumed all such manuals. If Yan Qing wanted to learn Advanced Dual Blade, he had two options—either farm Secret Realms himself, or self-study. But the Secret Realms that dropped advanced manuals were mostly Third-Stage, and even if Yan Qing was willing, Qi wouldn’t allow Jiang Ten and Ye Si—two outsiders—to enter such vital military strongholds.
    

    

    
      As for buying advanced manuals at the Treasure Pavilion… while feasible, everything Yan Qing had to offer was loot obtained by Jiang Ten. Once listed, anyone associated with Mansu Woodland would immediately link it to Jiang Ten’s connection with the Merchant Immortal, and worse, link the Merchant Immortal to Yellow Dog.
    

    

    
      Yes, I’m talking about you, Shang Xinlei!
    

    

    
      If not for Shang Xinlei, Yan Qing would’ve sold the loot long ago. But now he could only wait a while before fencing it.
    

    

    
      He didn’t care about others speculating his identity. But as a fellow thief, he still hoped Shang Xinlei and the others didn’t know too much about his hand.
    

    

    
      Although he could have just learned some other Advanced Martial Technique to change class faster, Yan Qing wasn’t a game character. He didn’t get the privilege of choosing one of three professions; he had to settle for a random one. If he learned another technique, the randomly assigned class could be unpredictable. If he ended up as a Throwing Ring Messenger or Shield Warrior Messenger, how would he be any different from a Default Face?
    

    

    
      After much thought, his only hope was to find something valuable during this mission and trade it at the Treasure Pavilion for an advanced manual.
    

    

    
      When Jiang Ten brought out 200,000 Spirit Jade to verify the funds, even Gai Louxian was stunned. Even when combined into Hundred-Jade, 200,000 Spirit Jade amounted to 2,000 Hundred-Jade—a large chest was required to hold it all.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had already prepared answers to potential inquiries and mentally braced himself for Gai Louxian possibly coveting the money and making a deadly move. But Gai Louxian didn’t ask anything—he simply said it would take a few days to deliver the manual.
    

    

    
      After dinner, Yan Qing went into auto-mode while practicing Dual Blades.
    

    

    
      The day before, he had exchanged two Basic Blade Technique Manuals at the Treasure Pavilion for one Basic Dual Blade Manual and leveled it straight to max. He had learned it, yes, but he still needed extensive training to turn it into instinct in battle.
    

    

    
      Time flew during training. When Yan Qing finally stopped, sweat had pooled at his feet. Yet he felt no fatigue. Instead, he was even more energized, as if every cell in his body had been activated.
    

    

    
      He took a quick shower, and upon returning, saw the lights at the Ministry of Appointments’ Administrative Hall had been extinguished. That meant Shang Xuanwen had gone to the back room to rest.
    

    

    
      Roughly two hours remained until the operation.
    

    

    
      It was about time to steal the sword.
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      Yan Qing approached the room behind the Administrative Hall. It was worth mentioning that the entire Ministry of Appointments had glazed windows installed—likely because a nearby Secret Realm yielded an abundance of glass. Although the bed inside wasn't visible from the outside, Yan Qing could clearly see that the Heaven-Reliant Sword had been placed atop the wardrobe alongside the clothes.
    

    

    
      Although the Heaven-Reliant Sword was a treasured relic bestowed by the Emperor himself, in the end, it was still just an ordinary longsword. Its primary purpose was to highlight Shang Xuanwen’s nobility and imperial favor, so naturally, it wasn’t stored inside a Storage Ring.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s plan was simple—just sneak in and steal it. If Shang Xuanwen happened to wake up, then it would simply escalate from burglary to armed robbery. Either way, the alternate character would grab it and run. Since Shang Xuanwen couldn't harm the alternate character within the main city area, Yan Qing would find a place to hide and wait until midnight to rendezvous with the main character for a victorious merge.
    

    

    
      This was precisely why the powerful and influential avoided living in the main city. If someone truly didn’t fear death and dared to brazenly snatch something in your face, there really wasn’t much you could do immediately.
    

    

    
      However, this also meant that the Rat Monk would definitely get deleted. But if the theft could be pulled off smoothly, sacrificing him would be worth it.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing stared at the Heaven-Reliant Sword in the room, wondering if this would leave Shang Xuanwen with a psychological scar too heavy to bear.
    

    

    
      Over the past days, Yan Qing had come to understand that because Shang Xuanwen could vaguely hear others’ thoughts and see through their ugliness, he trusted no one.
    

    

    
      He was like someone who believed everyone would lose control of their bowels at any moment and thus refused to believe any fart was clean. He didn’t even want servants attending to him—he might as well have had anthropophobia. But to someone like him, the Rat Monk, a so-called ‘Child of Sincerity,’ was akin to a sweet-smelling, ever-clean, beautiful maiden, instantly earning his full trust.
    

    

    
      When the Rat Monk stole the Heaven-Reliant Sword and stabbed him in the back, who knew if Shang Xuanwen’s worldview would shatter? He might never trust anyone again. But a shattered worldview was still better than being ganged up on by his daughter and three thieves. Let Shang Xuanwen suffer, and let the bad name be borne by the Rat Monk.
    

    

    
      Time ticked on. Yan Qing had planned the heist for the hour of the Rat (11:00 PM), and there was still quite a while before three quarters past the hour (11:45 PM). Even if Shang Xuanwen got alerted, he couldn’t mobilize troops to search the entire city that quickly in the dead of night. The Rat Monk would have plenty of time to find a hiding place and wait for the main character to arrive.
    

    

    
      Almost time. It’s about time...
    

    

    
      Ding——
    

    

    
      The bell at the front hall suddenly rang, indicating an urgent matter had arrived late at night. Yan Qing watched as Shang Xuanwen in the room immediately got up and dressed—his mind went blank.
    

    

    
      A non-class-changed ordinary person like the Rat Monk, trying to snatch the Heaven-Reliant Sword from a Third-Stage Messenger? Even if damage couldn’t be inflicted inside the main city, Shang Xuanwen wasn’t so useless that he couldn’t guard a single sword!
    

    

    
      Damn it, who messed up my plan!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing saw a soldier dismounting from a fast horse on the screen. Using security as a pretext, he followed the soldier into the Administrative Hall, curious to see what matter was urgent enough to disturb the Prime Minister at night. Had the north been invaded?
    

    

    
      But it turned out to be neither military emergency nor natural disaster—just a priority letter from the Mansu Woodland. The soldier left to rest after delivering it.
    

    

    
      Mansu Woodland?
    

    

    
      It felt like a murderer suddenly hearing their own case exposed while sitting inside a police station. Naturally, Yan Qing was filled with curiosity. He wanted to see how others described Jiang Ten blowing up the battlefield, so he had the Rat Monk slowly lean in for a peek.
    

    

    
      Upon reading the letter’s content, Yan Qing felt somewhat disappointed. There was no mention of Jiang Ten at all—just a long list of goods that made his eyes blur. Most of the items were materials or supplies, with only the top ten treasures standing out as significant.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s mind stirred; he roughly guessed what this was.
    

    

    
      Noticing the Rat Monk’s curiosity, Shang Xuanwen spoke without turning his head: "This is the reward list from the Mansu Woodland Secret Realm. You can go next year too—it's quite good for tempering the will."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing opened the announcement page and confirmed that the Mansu Woodland had indeed concluded.
    

    

    
      It had been mentioned before that upon the event’s conclusion, ten Grand Treasure Chests would be awarded, open to fair competition among all players. But since the Great Liang was benevolent and didn’t want to see people slaughter each other over loot, it was adjusted so that every participant received a share, and the main portion went to the Court.
    

    

    
      Among them, the top entry “Third-Stage Healing Token: Blood Jade” had Jie Yuanshao’s name beside it—likely already reserved by her.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced over the list. The rewards were indeed excellent. If I reach Foundation Building next year, I’ll take them all for myself—not leaving a single scrap for you lucky freeloaders.
    

    

    
      Now that the letter was read, could the Prime Minister please go back to bed? I’m desperate here!
    

    

    
      However, not only was Shang Xuanwen not in a hurry, he even poured himself a glass of water and sipped it slowly, his gaze fixated on the list. But was there really so much to stare at? Was his eyesight failing?
    

    

    
      After a while, Shang Xuanwen drew out a sheet of paper and dipped ink to write:
    

    

    
      "Shang Xinlei: Secret Technique Book: Shockwave Fist"
    

    

    
      "Qian Gongyu: Third-Stage Token: Wolf Fang Claws"
    

    

    
      "Qian Gongyu: Three-Slot Storage Ring"
    

    

    
      After finishing, he blew on the ink on the paper and handed it to the Rat Monk beside him.
    

    

    
      "You don’t need to stand guard tonight. Take this paper back to the residence and give it to Fourth Miss, then go rest."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced at the paper, then at Shang Xuanwen, his heart filled with some confusion.
    

    

    
      The number of rewards was not the issue. Qian Gongyu was claiming the reward on behalf of Jiang Ten, so she had two portions. What puzzled Yan Qing was that the list didn’t include any Secret Technique Book—so why did Shang Xuanwen write that Shang Xinlei would receive one?
    

    

    
      Moreover, among the top ten rewards, the most precious ones like the Wolf Fang Claws and the Blood Jade were merely Third-Stage ordinary Tokens. They were nowhere near the level of a Secret Technique Book. Previously, when Shang Xinlei and the others had been chatting, they’d mentioned it before—being a necessary path for Third-Stage progression, and significantly enhancing Token abilities, the greatness of Secret Techniques was such that their value was at least on par with Third-Stage Rare Tokens. They were truly priceless.
    

    

    
      "Just say this is a reward from the Mansu Woodland. Don’t add anything else," Shang Xuanwen said casually, noticing the Rat Monk’s confusion.
    

    

    
      "Isn’t this a gift from you to Fourth Miss Shang? Why use the name of the Mansu Woodland to deliver it?" Yan Qing asked in surprise. "Isn’t this your chance to mend your relationship with your daughter?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen didn’t reply. Yan Qing knew this wasn’t a refusal, but rather that he was organizing his thoughts. In the eyes of outsiders, the Prime Minister of Great Liang was stern, taciturn, and meticulous—like a dormant volcano that commanded awe. But Yan Qing knew that, often, he was just thinking hard about how to respond. If he were to argue with someone, he’d probably be tongue-tied and unable to utter a single word—he simply lacked the ability for quick-witted rebuttals.
    

    

    
      Though they had only known each other for three days, this man already felt like a long-time buddy to Yan Qing—stubborn and clumsy.
    

    

    
      "The only child I personally raised was Yue'er," Shang Xuanwen slowly said. "When he was young, he was often sick. They said he was congenitally frail and couldn’t be cured. I massaged his Vital Energy and Blood every night, even took the initiative to resign from some assignments."
    

    

    
      "After Xin Hao was born, I inevitably had to divert some attention to take care of her, so the time spent with Yue'er decreased. One time, I saw Yue'er playing with the baby Xin Hao in the cradle. I asked him if he liked his little sister. Yue'er nodded and said he did."
    

    

    
      As if recalling the scene, Shang Xuanwen’s expression suddenly twisted into a grimace, and his tone became gritted and bitter. His arms trembled non-stop. Rather than anger, it was more like terror.
    

    

    
      "But what I heard in his heart… was that he wished his little sister were dead. That if only there were no sister, Father would have more time to play with him."
    

    

    
      "He was only five years old at the time. My five-year-old son, out of jealousy for the love shared by parents, wished death upon his own blood sister!"
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      Yan Qing knew that Yue’er was the eldest young master of the Shang Family, Shang Yue, and Xin Hao was the already-married second young miss of the Shang Family, Shang Xin Hao.
    

    

    
      “Childish words, why take them to heart? Once they grow familiar, the elder brother will naturally care for his younger sister. Even the Buddha or Bodhisattva cannot entirely avoid wicked thoughts. If one judges the heart and not the deeds, then the human world is hell in every corner.”
    

    

    
      “Big Monk, do you think it’s Yue’er that I hate?” Shang Xuanwen turned his head to look at the Rat Monk. “What I hate is myself.”
    

    

    
      “After that time, I once removed the Soul-Seeking Bell, trying to escape this hell. But what awaited me was not a paradise, but another hell. Whenever I interacted with anyone, I would believe they harbored ill intentions. Even when my son came running to hug me, I thought he would harm me.”
    

    

    
      “When I put the Soul-Seeking Bell back on, it was like a carriage, allowing me to move faster and more comfortably than anyone else. But after sitting too long, I had forgotten how to walk. I could only keep sitting in the carriage, never interacting with those outside it.”
    

    

    
      “Only in this way would I not be pricked by the hell of others.”
    

    

    
      He gradually calmed down and returned to being that silent, tyrannical, and indifferent Prime Minister of Great Liang. He looked up at the paper in the Rat Monk’s hand and said, “Since then, I set a rule in my household: no merit, no reward. Conversely, if you receive a reward, it means you’ve contributed—there’s no need to thank anyone, only thank yourself.”
    

    

    
      “The lack of a father’s love should be made up for with education and confidence.”
    

    

    
      Watching Shang Xuanwen walk back into the room behind, Yan Qing couldn’t help but ask, “Even if your daughter resents you?”
    

    

    
      “I’m already used to it.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced at the system time—it was already 11:26. Soon the thieves would gather at the Thieves' House. He didn’t have much time left. Although the success rate was low, the only option was to rush in and snatch the Heaven-Reliant Sword once Shang Xuanwen went to bed.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing stood at the door, itching to move, just waiting to hear the creak of the bedframe. But what reached his ears first was an explosion in the distance!
    

    

    
      There was another expert!?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing could only watch helplessly as Shang Xuanwen dressed neatly and dashed out at full speed. Not just him—this sudden explosion had roused everyone on duty in the Ministry of Appointments’ lodging. They looked northward and saw thick black smoke rising with a rumble.
    

    

    
      “Judging by the direction, it seems to be the city’s armory.” Shang Xuanwen turned to the military officer on duty at the Ministry of Appointments: “Chen Zaiyuan, how many martial soldiers are stationed in the province hall?”
    

    

    
      “Twenty-six.”
    

    

    
      “Leave ten to guard, the rest follow me to the scene.” Shang Xuanwen looked at the Rat Monk. “Aren’t you going back?”
    

    

    
      Why did an important facility in Jiangnan City explode right before the operation at the Thieves' House began? It was as if someone deliberately lured Shang Xuanwen away.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s thoughts turned rapidly, but he lacked sufficient information and couldn’t guess what would happen next. Though Shang Xuanwen was right before his eyes and the Heaven-Reliant Sword was within reach, he no longer had any chance to steal it.
    

    

    
      If the Rat Monk dared to make a move, he would be immediately arrested by everyone around.
    

    

    
      What should he do? What could he do?
    

    

    
      “Prime Minister.”
    

    

    
      The Rat Monk said, “This humble monk suspects a conspiracy behind the explosion. As a guard, at such a critical moment, I must stay at your side.”
    

    

    
      “However, this humble monk is unarmed. If we encounter enemies, I ask you to lend me the Heaven-Reliant.”
    

    

    
      “Big Monk, you seem especially fond of the Heaven-Reliant,” Shang Xuanwen’s words made Yan Qing outside the screen tense up, but it was just his overthinking. “Once you change class to a Messenger, I’ll gift you a Long Blade Token.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      The Thieves' House, though the hall was empty, was filled with a suffocating atmosphere.
    

    

    
      The thieves stared at the glowing points moving across the sand table. Even with their masks on, Yan Qing could tell their expressions were grim—at the very least, Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi certainly were.
    

    

    
      “Why is he still running around the city so late at night?” Medicine Master Wen spoke like a mother who saw her child not return home for the night.
    

    

    
      “There was an explosion at the armory in the northern part of the city, suspected to be caused by the Taohu Rebel,” Shang Xinlei pointed at the burning building to the north. “The Taohu Rebel causes several disturbances in Jiangnan City every year. Just a few days ago, they even attempted to assassinate Shang Xuanwen. It’s likely that because Shang Xuanwen captured many of their accomplices, they retaliated so quickly.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not interested in the internal strife of Great Liang. The issue now is—what do we do!” Medicine Master Wen looked at Yan Qing. “Does your insider still have a way to steal the Heaven-Reliant Sword?”
    

    

    
      “All I can say is, don’t get your hopes up,” Yan Qing replied. “No matter what, if we want to obtain the Heaven-Reliant Sword, we must first locate Shang Xuanwen.”
    

    

    
      “The armory is on fire; surely many people will rush over there.” Ying Ru Shi said calmly, “Our advantage lies in operating from the shadows, planning with forethought. If we confront the military head-on, once they realize that the main city’s rules are temporarily lifted, we won’t just fail the mission—even surviving may be a luxury.”
    

    

    
      Compared to this mission, the first mission in Chang'an felt as relaxing as a countryside outing. The treasure was hidden in a stationary treasure chest, the chest was placed in Anguo Temple, and from beginning to end, the thieves never directly confronted the court of Chang'an. The enemies they encountered were merely a few bald monks.
    

    

    
      But this time, their target was the Prime Minister of Great Liang’s personal sword. No matter what, they were bound to go head-to-head with the court of Liang. Even though Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi usually considered Southern Liang weak and fragile, when individuals stood against a national machine, they still felt a pressure like a mountain roaring and a sea surging.
    

    

    
      What’s more, they were in the capital of Liang, going against the most powerful Prime Minister of Liang!
    

    

    
      The other side already held the advantage of favorable terrain and public sentiment, and now even the advantage of timing had vanished. How could the thieves not be anxious?
    

    

    
      “Confirm all members are present. Mission begins in five-second countdown. Descent location: Jiangnan City, Junction Archway. Five…”
    

    

    
      Just before the teleportation, everyone saw another explosion erupt in the central region of the sand table, with thick smoke billowing upward. That area was the heart of the Great Liang court, the most critical place in Jiangnan City: the Imperial Palace!
    

    

    
      No one cared where the palace had been bombed. Everyone turned their heads to look at the moving Shang Xuanwen, only to find he had immediately halted and turned to gaze toward the palace.
    

    

    
      As the countdown ended with five beeps, the thieves’ vision went black. Before they even opened their eyes, their bodies were already greeted by the embrace of Jiangnan’s night breeze.
    

    

    
      The surrounding roads were pitch black, with only lanterns hanging at both ends of the archway, illuminating four large characters on the archway: “Jiangnan’s Finest.”
    

    

    
      Besides the four large characters, there were also many names on both sides, all restaurant and shop names from Jiangnan City. Unlike the usual Loyalty and Filial Piety Archways or Chastity Archways, this Junction Archway was a Gourmet Archway. Only the winners of the culinary competition held once every five years had the qualification to engrave their shop names here. Out-of-town tourists simply had to glance up at the archway to know where to find the best food in Jiangnan.
    

    

    
      It was a pity it was nighttime. Otherwise, Yan Qing would’ve really wanted to seize the chance to eat something.
    

    

    
      “Look.” Medicine Master Wen pointed to the east.
    

    

    
      They turned to look and saw thick black smoke rising from the majestic palace in the distance. Countless torches lit up in the residences outside the palace. After a brief moment of chaos, they gathered together like a swarm of fireflies trapped within four walls.
    

    

    
      “Just now, Shang Xuanwen was also observing the situation at the palace,” said Ying Ru Shi. “Compared to the armory, the palace is undoubtedly more important. As Prime Minister, he has the duty and the authority to enter the palace to investigate.”
    

    

    
      “Moreover, even if we can’t find Shang Xuanwen in the palace, we have another option.” Medicine Master Wen crouched atop the archway like a berserk girl, coldly uttering the most noble name in Jiangnan City: “The Emperor!”
    

    

    
      “If we can’t catch Shang Xuanwen, then we’ll force him out with the Emperor! If we can’t complete the mission, let Liang experience what it feels like to have its Emperor kidnapped in the capital!”
    

    

    
      “A mad idea,” said Ying Ru Shi calmly. “But we have no other choice.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Yan Qing looked toward Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      From the very beginning, it was Shang Xinlei who had proposed the plan to invade the palace and kidnap the Emperor. After being rejected by everyone, she never brought it up again and remained silent, not even taking charge in meetings... Even with everything happening now, she still said nothing.
    

    

    
      Did she not care, or… was she not surprised?
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      The Armory caught fire, smoke rose from the Imperial Palace—how delightful that sounded. With such a commotion, the residents of Jiangnan County naturally stayed up late to watch. They poured out of their homes, gathering in neighborhoods and alleys, enthusiastically debating whether it was a powerful minister rebelling or a royal usurper rising, exuding the relaxed composure of southern city folks.
    

    

    
      If one spent a lifetime in a place where no one could hurt them, it was hard not to feel relaxed—no matter who you were.
    

    

    
      Occasionally, some heard tiles being stepped on above their roofs, but when they looked up, they could only vaguely catch a few fast-moving shadows, as if crows had flown past.
    

    

    
      Unlike their leisurely stroll through Chang'an City last time, this time it was three thousand steps from the Archway to the Imperial Palace. The thieves had to run at full speed. At moments like this, differences in their strength became apparent in their speed.
    

    

    
      The fastest was Medicine Master Wen. Her footsteps were the loudest. Under her black nightwear, she seemed armored, yet her strides remained steady—like a leopard stalking through the forest. Next was Shang Xinlei. She ran almost without sound, as if she were familiar with every rooftop and brick in Jiangnan County, moving as effortlessly as if on an after-dinner stroll.
    

    

    
      At the rear were Yan Qing and Ying Ru Shi, loud and slow in their steps, drawing several disdainful glances from Medicine Master Wen. Yan Qing was slow because he had not mastered Advanced Footwork, while Ying Ru Shi appeared to be holding back on purpose—her left hand always tightly gripping the sword hilt, a posture that made full-speed running impossible.
    

    

    
      In just ten days, the thieves seemed to have gained new powers, new secrets.
    

    

    
      After darting through eight streets and five residences, they finally arrived at the base of the Imperial City. Jiangnan County had no shortage of five- and seven-story buildings, but within a one-li radius around the Imperial City, all structures were single-story. The Imperial City's walls stood about twenty zhang tall. From afar, they seemed unremarkable, but standing before them, one had to crane their neck to see the top.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all. A moat was dug outside the Imperial City—not wide, but deep enough that an adult couldn’t touch the bottom. Such tight defenses weren’t for warding off external enemies, but to stop deranged Messengers from sneaking into the palace to steal—or defecate.
    

    

    
      There truly had been cases of people defecating, even on the throne. After all, if a lunatic could break into the Imperial City, they could just as easily escape. And since no one in the main city could harm them, why wouldn’t they drop a load just to humiliate the emperor and all the officials? Messengers weren’t necessarily educated—many harbored crude tastes.
    

    

    
      Hence, not just the Imperial City, but even places like the Ministry of Appointments had abnormally high walls, as if caging the emperor and his ministers inside.
    

    

    
      But with three days of preparation, no cage could stop the thieves' advance.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi took out a serpent-patterned rope from the Murong Family, one end tied with a hook. She smiled and said, “This wall is really tall. Black Wolf, think you can throw it over? You'll have to catch the railings inside.”
    

    

    
      Unlike regular city walls, the top of the Imperial Palace walls was oval-shaped, specifically designed to prevent thieves from hooking onto them. But thanks to the sand table, the thieves had discovered that beyond this section of the wall lay a courtyard with a spring pool, a Lanting Pavilion inside. The pavilion had hollowed-out railings—perfect for anchoring the hook.
    

    

    
      But to hurl the heavy serpent-patterned rope and hook over the twenty-zhang wall, and further into the Lanting Pavilion over a dozen steps away, wasn’t something an ordinary Messenger could do. At least, Yan Qing didn’t think he could.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen only sneered and snatched the hook from Ying Ru Shi’s hand. She glanced up at the wall, fixed her position, and began to twist her body dramatically.
    

    

    
      Left foot forward, right foot bent into a bow stance. Her upper body twisted nearly 180°, spinning the rope and hook with a whooshing sound!
    

    

    
      Had he not seen it himself, Yan Qing would never have believed a human body could be that flexible. Medicine Master Wen always portrayed herself as a martial warrior, yet this movement resembled a top-tier dancer charging up. Even those standing nearby could feel the searing heat radiating from her body!
    

    

    
      “Secret Technique: Bloodburst?” Ying Ru Shi said with a mix of suspicion and awe. “Is she still learning it, or has she already mastered it?”
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      Thunderclap on strings, waves crashing on the shore—in that fleeting instant, Medicine Master Wen unleashed all her body’s force. With a crisp air-tearing sound, the rope and hook launched skyward. The serpent-patterned rope coiled through the air like divine noodles being slurped by the heavens.
    

    

    
      After a full eight seconds, Medicine Master Wen felt the rope tense—signaling the hook had landed. She gave it a tug, and soon, the rope wouldn’t budge—the hook had securely caught onto the railing inside the wall.
    

    

    
      “Amazing!”
    

    

    
      “To toss such a heavy rope and hook that high—truly worthy of the name Black Wolf!”
    

    

    
      “Among us, only you could’ve done it!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen raised an eyebrow, folded her arms, and exhaled a foot-long white mist. She was inwardly ecstatic, but her voice remained indifferent, like she had just done something utterly mundane: “It was almost too easy. You all—ah!?”
    

    

    
      She turned her head to find her teammates already scaling the rope, not a single one watching her show off. Normally, she would’ve bitterly noted that in her heart, but the praise moments ago had left her too satisfied. So she chose to be magnanimous and grabbed the rope to follow.
    

    

    
      All four stood atop the oval-topped palace wall, not descending for the moment. At twenty zhang high, the wall offered a clear view of both the Imperial Palace and Jiangnan County. The county bustled with noise, but the palace was no less active—many palace attendants had been startled awake, holding lanterns as they awaited their masters’ orders; the guards too had been roused and were standing night watch.
    

    

    
      “The emperor has one empress and two concubines. But according to the sand table, he’ll be sleeping in his Chengqian Hall tonight,” Shang Xinlei said. “If Shang Xuanwen were to enter the palace for an audience, he wouldn’t be allowed into the harem but would wait for a summons at Wenyan Pavilion. Chengqian Hall is to the northeast; Wenyan Pavilion is to the southeast. Which way first?”
    

    

    
      “Chengqian Hall!” “Wenyan Pavilion.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi simultaneously spoke the names of two locations. The two exchanged a glance, sharp as blades crossing.
    

    

    
      “We should aim to complete the mission with minimal risk,” said Ying Ru Shi.
    

    

    
      “We must ensure the mission is completed!” Medicine Master Wen insisted firmly. “We no longer know Shang Xuanwen’s exact location. If he’s gone into hiding, we can’t afford to waste an entire hour searching every corner of Jiangnan County!”
    

    

    
      The clash between the Wolf and the Fox ultimately ended with the Fox conceding for the greater good.
    

    

    
      “Then to Chengqian Hall we go,” said Ying Ru Shi coldly. “You’d better pray a Foundation Messenger doesn’t jump out from the emperor’s bedchamber.”
    

    

    
      “Hmph, like anyone would—”
    

    

    
      A thunderous explosion snapped everyone’s attention to the northwest, where a great fire had erupted. From their vantage point, they saw collapsing walls and burning buildings.
    

    

    
      “What’s going on…”
    

    

    
      “That’s the Shang Family!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing immediately identified the third explosion site as the corner of the Shang Family estate. He turned to glance at the stunned Shang Xinlei, thinking she truly seemed surprised—was she not involved in these explosions?
    

    

    
      The others had already memorized the key landmarks and layouts of Jiangnan County and affirmed Yan Qing’s assessment. That made things awkward—while the Imperial Palace was important, the family estate was even more critical. So would Shang Xuanwen go to the palace first, or rush home to check on things?
    

    

    
      The thieves seemingly had one hour, but in such a vast city, one wrong decision could waste huge amounts of time—and they had no way of knowing if their choice was correct. Without the aid of the sand table, they couldn’t pinpoint Shang Xuanwen’s location. Moreover, Shang Xuanwen possessed a Token that concealed his presence—they could brush shoulders with the Heaven-Reliant Sword and never know it.
    

    

    
      “I’ll go to Wenyan Pavilion. You all go to the Shang Family.”
    

    

    
      At that critical moment, it was the local expert, Shang Xinlei, who made the suggestion: “It’s highly likely Shang Xuanwen will go home. If he goes to the palace first, I’ll try to make enough noise to alert you.”
    

    

    
      “Good!” With no hesitation, Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi agreed to the plan. The thieves split into two groups—one to intercept Shang Xuanwen, the other to wait in the palace in ambush.
    

    

    
      But a deep unease stirred in Yan Qing’s heart. It was like watching a brat standing in front of a glass display—nothing had happened yet, but you could already foresee disaster. However, Shang Xinlei ran like a streak of light, leaping from the twenty-zhang-high palace wall and landing silently, disappearing into the palace with practiced ease.
    

    

    
      A heavy thud followed. Yan Qing turned to see Medicine Master Wen had also jumped. The split was inevitable. The question now was—which side should he follow?
    

    

    
      Logically, he should go intercept Shang Xuanwen. After all, he had arranged the Rat Monk as backup. If he was present, not only could he easily retrieve the Heaven-Reliant Sword, but he could also prevent unnecessary conflict between the thieves and the Prime Minister of Great Liang.
    

    

    
      But tonight, Shang Xinlei’s movements tugged at him. Truth be told, Yan Qing still didn’t like Shang Xinlei. She was too smart, too deep—like a brilliantly colored venomous snake. Even being near her made him uneasy.
    

    

    
      Then again, ever since arriving in this world, there weren’t many people Yan Qing felt comfortable around. Qian Gongyu was the only exception.
    

    

    
      He kind of wanted to see Qian Gongyu tonight… Though they weren’t friends, and Qian Gongyu didn’t know him, it was like meeting a great teammate in a game. Even if you wouldn’t be friends in real life, you’d still want to see them from afar—just to check if they were as reassuring as they were in-game.
    

    

    
      So, he had to follow Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      She was a friend of Jiang Ten and Qian Gongyu. That alone was reason enough.
    

    

    
      “White Fox!” Yan Qing grabbed Ying Ru Shi’s wrist. “If you find Shang Xuanwen, there’ll likely be a tall monk by his side. That monk is mine! If you end up fighting Shang Xuanwen, he might hand the Heaven-Reliant Sword to the monk!”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi paused. Yan Qing couldn’t see the expression beneath the White Fox Mask, and continued, “I’m going after Red Snake now. The monk can’t see me. He won’t cooperate with you. In fact, he’ll protect Shang Xuanwen with everything he has.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t care what you do, but don’t waste all the effort I put into this.”
    

    

    
      That was all Yan Qing could offer. In the Rat Monk’s transformation protocol, the backdoor command could only be triggered by Yan Qing himself. He thought he had prepared well enough, but ever since that letter from Mansu Woodland arrived tonight, the plan had started falling apart.
    

    

    
      “I understand,” Ying Ru Shi said slowly.
    

    

    
      But apparently imagining something, she added, “Since you trust me so much, I won’t let you down. I promise your insider will remain safe and continue to stay undercover.”
    

    

    
      Huh?
    

    

    
      Before Yan Qing could say, “Actually, it’s fine if you kill him,” Ying Ru Shi had already leapt from the palace wall, chasing after Medicine Master Wen.
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      Leaping across the Imperial Palace was actually far easier than outside.
    

    

    
      Outsiders would lift their heads while alive, curiously glancing around, but those within the Imperial Palace would not. Whether eunuch or palace maid, the first lesson they learned upon entering the palace was to lower their heads and compress their presence to the utmost limit. Only when one became like furniture—seen but unnoticed by the nobles—could they be considered a qualified palace person.
    

    

    
      Even if they heard tiles clattering on the rooftop, they would not immediately check. Instead, they would intentionally pause for a beat before turning their heads to glance. Do not see what is not proper, do not hear what is not proper, do not speak what is not proper—if I did not see it, it is not my fault; if I did not hear it, it is not my concern; if I did not speak it, it is none of my business. This was the survival code for most within the royal court.
    

    

    
      Like the burning Ministry of Appointments at this moment—everyone was diligently fetching water to extinguish the fire, yet no one dared propose saving the books and memorials inside. Firefighting was everyone’s duty, but saving the books was not. Leaving aside how dangerous it was to charge into the flames—what if there were contents they were not allowed to see? Wouldn’t that be courting death? But if some critical solitary copy were burned, wouldn’t the Emperor vent his fury on these palace people?
    

    

    
      Why risk oneself to clean up the mess left by everyone else?
    

    

    
      Hesitation, wishful thinking, panic—in the end, the palace people could only watch helplessly as the Ministry of Appointments was completely engulfed. Their fate would soon be decided by the moods of the Emperor and the Empress Dowager.
    

    

    
      Thanks to the Ministry being far away and most personnel running over to fight the fire, Shang Xinlei managed to reach the bedding storage without alarming anyone. It was already early spring, and the palace had switched to lighter blankets, while the thicker bedding was all stored away. Unless there was an inspection, this place normally remained unopened—naturally, no one would discover the fire oil barrel Shang Xinlei had hidden here.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei took out a fuse, measured its length with her thumb, and counted out thirty-two thumb-lengths before tying it to the fire oil barrel. She then pulled out a small bottle, squeezed a drop of black oil onto her index finger, and used a firestone to ignite it.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      Once the fuse was lit, Shang Xinlei immediately jabbed her index finger into the wall beside her to snuff it out. Looking at it afterward, the fingertip was already charred black. Beyond the index finger, both her middle and ring fingers were burned. Even as a Second-Stage Messenger, she could not heal that quickly.
    

    

    
      "Doesn't it hurt?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei jerked her head around and saw a figure in black wearing the Yellow Dog mask standing at the doorway. The palace lantern cast his long shadow, stretching all the way to the far end of the storage room, reaching to the edge of Shang Xinlei's feet.
    

    

    
      "I once tried burning my fingers with fire. It hurt quite a bit," Yan Qing stepped in and said. "Actually, the Thieves' House has already unlocked our permissions. You could have just ignited the fuse directly—there was no need to use your finger."
    

    

    
      "Are you stupid?"
    

    

    
      Seeing Yan Qing looking at her with a gaze full of pity, Shang Xinlei—enraged—got angry for a moment.
    

    

    
      Because she realized Yan Qing was right. She really could have lit the fuse directly. It was just that this was only her second time operating under unrestricted rules as a thief, so she had subconsciously used her old methods. She was not like Yan Qing, the sensitive-skinned player whose mind switched gears so quickly.
    

    

    
      "I was planning to start a fire here to draw the attention of the palace guards, then take the chance to loot the Imperial Secret Treasury." Shang Xinlei rubbed her fingers hard, trying to dull the pain of the burns. "You came for the Secret Treasury too, didn’t you?"
    

    

    
      "I never asked you that—what are you explaining for?" Yan Qing said calmly. "You remind me of a friend. He’s not good at debating and always needed time to organize his thoughts before speaking. Only when it was something he had already thought about in advance would he respond right away... Of course, Red Snake, you’re eloquent and quick-witted, unlike him in that regard. It’s just that what you just said sounded like something premeditated."
    

    

    
      "You told Black Wolf and White Fox you were heading to the Wenyan Pavilion. Now you’re telling me you’re going to the Imperial Secret Treasury. Where exactly are you planning to go?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s gaze turned cold. "You could’ve just completed the mission with Black Wolf and the others. Why did you insist on bothering me?"
    

    

    
      "Because I suspect you’ll sabotage our mission," Yan Qing said casually. "Like calling in the military to surround us and capture all three—then you’d be the only one left to complete the mission. After all, Shang Xuanwen is your father."
    

    

    
      "Sounds like something Black Wolf or White Fox would do," Shang Xinlei said with a laugh of disbelief. "If I really wanted to deal with you all, do you think I would’ve left Rat Monk alive until now? You think I wouldn’t recognize him just because he changed his name and shaved his head?"
    

    

    
      So she recognized him, Yan Qing thought.
    

    

    
      But he felt the blame lay not with Rat Monk, but squarely on himself. The moment he said in the Thieves' House that he had a way to steal Shang Xuanwen’s Heaven-Reliant Sword, he knew Rat Monk would most likely be identified by Shang Xinlei—even if his name was no longer part of the number series.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple. Rat Monk had gotten close to Shang Xuanwen on the very day the theft mission was announced! Add to that his exceptional combat prowess and how he had saved Shang Xuanwen in a time of peril—he was practically the bald and tall version of Jiang Ten!
    

    

    
      Of course, a normal person wouldn’t suspect someone of being one of Yellow Dog’s subordinates just upon seeing a stranger. The problem was that Yan Qing had openly said he had planted an agent beside Shang Xuanwen. Shang Xinlei only needed one glance to spot the suspicious unfamiliar monk near her father.
    

    

    
      Not to mention, that same unfamiliar monk had once followed her and discussed Qian Gongyu’s predicament with her.
    

    

    
      The fact that Shang Xinlei had waited until now to confront him already showed she had immense patience.
    

    

    
      "Since you recognized Rat Monk, why not cooperate with me and let him steal the Heaven-Reliant Sword?" Yan Qing probed. "The explosion at the Northern Armory—that was your setup, right? You deliberately lured your father away before the operation. Even if you’re not afraid of the mission failing, aren’t you worried Black Wolf and White Fox might clash with your father?"
    

    

    
      "Or is that your real intent? Because your father framed Qian Gongyu, so you’re seeking revenge for love—hoping to use Black Wolf and White Fox to execute a rebellious father?"
    

    

    
      Even with her face covered, Shang Xinlei couldn’t hold it in. She burst out laughing with a pfft, taking quite a while to recover from the shock of the phrase “rebellious father.” Even so, her voice still brimmed with amusement, lacking any force in her rebuttal.
    

    

    
      “You’re overthinking it. What revenge for love? Qian Gongyu and I are just friends! And don’t underestimate my father—he’s a Third-Stage Messenger, after all. Leaving aside whether Black Wolf and White Fox could even discover him, even if they did, they might not be able to defeat him.”
    

    

    
      “Then wouldn’t the mission be doomed to fail?” Yan Qing asked. “Isn’t that still you setting us up?”
    

    

    
      “The two of them might not be enough, but with you added in as the third, stealing the Heaven-Reliant Sword shouldn’t be difficult. Who knew you’d insist on following me?” Shang Xinlei waved her hand like shooing away a mosquito. “You still have time to go there now.”
    

    

    
      “I could, but you’re coming with me,” Yan Qing said. “Since you’re not going to Wenyan Pavilion, there’s no reason to stay in the palace.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei fell silent. She lowered her head, hands placed behind her back, as if gripping a throwing ring. The atmosphere suddenly grew tense and murderous. Yan Qing instinctively turned his body to reduce his vulnerable area and used his left hand—hidden from Shang Xinlei’s view—to gently slide Bingzi Pepper Forest from its sheath, preparing to draw.
    

    

    
      Never thought his first battle would be a civil war between teammates.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing took a deep breath, the musty scent of bedding filling his nostrils. He was both nervous and excited.
    

    

    
      Though he’d always feared battle, afraid of revealing himself, now that he had changed class, grown stronger, and possessed a Legendary Token, he couldn’t help feeling a desire to show off. If Shang Xinlei insisted on fighting, he wouldn’t mind using her to test his real combat strength!
    

    

    
      “Why are you interfering with my matters?” Shang Xinlei asked again. “We’re just a bunch of unrelated thieves gathered for the sake of a heist. Someone like you who puts mission over everything should be prioritizing the objective. Why are you so fixated on me?”
    

    

    
      “Just consider it a favor from Jiang Ten,” Yan Qing paused, then added, “You’re one of the few friends she has.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a cool breeze swept into the storage room, as if blowing away the oppressive tension. Shang Xinlei let her hands fall, tilted her head, and stared at Yan Qing. Her eyes glinted strangely, as though he had just told an odd joke.
    

    

    
      “Don’t you not care about Jiang Ten? Why would you concern yourself with her feelings?” Shang Xinlei scrutinized Yan Qing, as if trying to see through the Yellow Dog mask. “Besides, I’m her friend, not yours.”
    

    

    
      “I never said I didn’t care. I only said that when necessary, I wouldn’t hesitate to send Jiang Ten to her death.” Yan Qing, unsettled by the direct stare, felt goosebumps rise and instinctively tightened his grip on Bingzi Pepper Forest. “Within my ability, I don’t mind helping one of her friends.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei hummed skeptically, clearly unconvinced. At that moment, footsteps echoed from outside—likely a group of Palace Attendants. Yan Qing immediately closed the storage room door, and the two hid beside it in ambush.
    

    

    
      Once the footsteps faded, they breathed a sigh of relief. The later they alarmed the palace guards, the better. Sharing a look, Shang Xinlei let out a light sigh and said, “My target is the Emperor.”
    

    

    
      “I figured,” Yan Qing responded without surprise.
    

    

    
      From the start, Shang Xinlei had guided the thieves step by step into the Imperial Palace, but not for the Secret Treasury. Within the palace, only one thing held more value than that—the Emperor.
    

    

    
      “But why kidnap the Emperor?” Yan Qing asked, puzzled. “To force the court to hand over the Tokens or manuals you want? Don’t tell me it’s to ask the Emperor to pardon Qian Gongyu?”
    

    

    
      “Haha, how amusing.” Shang Xinlei’s tone was devoid of emotion, but then she shifted. “But yes, it’s half for Qian Gongyu, the other half for the Shang Family.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t know if you’re aware, but my father’s position in the Court—unshakable for years—was mostly because he was a regent appointed by the late Emperor. When the current Emperor was too young to rule, my father held the reins of power. But two years ago, the Emperor was married, took one Empress and two Consorts, and has reached the age to rule.”
    

    

    
      “The Empress comes from a prestigious military clan, but one of the Consorts is from the Qun Family, and the other from the Zhou Family. The Emperor’s scholar-tutor also hails from the Qun Family.”
    

    

    
      “In contrast, the Shang Family not only failed to build a close relationship with the Emperor, but due to my father, we’ve hindered his efforts to seize power.” Shang Xinlei gently pushed open the door a crack. The palace lantern’s light fell on her eyes, casting shifting shadows and colors. “The Shang Family is destined to be edged out of the Court—maybe in a few years, maybe a decade. The Seven Great Clans rise and fall in turn.”
    

    

    
      “The Seven Great Clans won’t collapse, but those rises and falls are a lifetime for us.”
    

    

    
      It was clearly a girl of about twenty discussing political factionalism, but to Yan Qing, nothing about it felt out of place. In her words, the Court and its politics were no different from neighborhood squabbles. The Emperor happened to get along better with the Qun Family and just didn’t want to play with the Shang Family anymore.
    

    

    
      “My father’s arrangement for Qian Gongyu was also part of preparing for my future. A future Third-Stage with a Legendary Token could secure my footing in the Shang Family, and even help us draw more allies. He was ready to step down, and set up our paths in life. We may not want it, but it truly is the best position, the best ending, he could give us.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was somewhat surprised. He had assumed Shang Xinlei resented Shang Xuanwen and might even consider patricide to escape his grip. But thinking further—how could she hate him? She was too smart. So smart that she understood all his plans, and saw the painstaking love behind them all.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t originally have a way to break this dilemma.” Shang Xinlei returned to the room’s depths and squatted down, picking up the snuffed fuse. “If not for the Thieves' House.”
    

    

    
      “Do you know how the new ruler of Great Liang announces his ascension to the world?” she abruptly asked.
    

    

    
      “Through an edict?” Yan Qing guessed.
    

    

    
      “No, through a grand amnesty.” Shang Xinlei slightly turned her head, casting a sideways glance at Yan Qing. The storage room was dark, but her eyes shone strangely bright—like a king cobra’s gaze. Her tone was sharp and cold. “When a new ruler ascends, a general amnesty follows—mercy for all, a blessing for the people. The low-born see their punishments reduced, the noble clans are released without charge!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s pupils contracted.
    

    

    
      “Xiao Yu is my friend. She respects and trusts me. I won’t deceive her to earn her loyalty,” Shang Xinlei said. “The Shang Family is my kin. They birthed me and raised me. I have no right to do anything to harm them.”
    

    

    
      “Now Xiao Yu and the Shang Family are in direct conflict. It seems like a deadlock. But must I choose only one side? No.”
    

    

    
      “There’s no such thing as an unsolvable dilemma—only a decision yet to be made.” Shang Xinlei pulled out a firestone. “This is my decision!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei lit the fuse again. That tiny action made it clear—she would stick to her plan. No one could stop her!
    

    

    
      “Assassinate the Emperor—dilemma resolved on its own.” She turned to Yan Qing. “Yellow Dog, are you helping me or not?”
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      Insane.
    

    

    
      Although Yan Qing really wanted to scold her out loud, after his mind turned a few circles, he finally realized that Shang Xinlei’s idea was actually the only solution.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s demand was simple: do not let Qian Gongyu and the Shang Family suffer any losses. Qian Gongyu could be handled easily, but all of the Shang Family’s difficulties stemmed from the Emperor taking over governance. Shang Xuanwen could not stop it, so they could only try to strengthen the family’s foundation as much as possible.
    

    

    
      This was precisely what troubled Shang Xinlei the most—the arrangement made by Shang Xuanwen was to make Qian Gongyu completely a part of the Shang Family’s power. If she protected Qian Gongyu, it meant harming the Shang Family’s interests, and vice versa.
    

    

    
      The subtlest part was that without the Shang Family, the not-yet-matured Qian Gongyu would be completely unable to protect herself. Although she could borrow the Legendary Token from Qian Gongyu in exchange for shelter under the Shang Family, how was that any different from Shang Xuanwen’s plan? It might even be worse than Shang Xuanwen’s plan—at least he played the villain, and Shang Xinlei could fully take the role of the righteous one.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen was also very stubborn. He would never accept such a ‘noble plan’ from Shang Xinlei. He only believed in the method of ruling with both the carrot and the stick.
    

    

    
      What was originally an unsolvable deadlock, because of the Thieves' House, Shang Xinlei now had a simple method that could solve all the troubles.
    

    

    
      Descend upon the main city, infiltrate the Imperial Palace, and assassinate the Emperor!
    

    

    
      If the Emperor died, they would naturally need to support a younger member of the royal clan, purge all the inner palace forces, and the Shang Family could continue controlling the court.
    

    

    
      If the Emperor died, a new monarch would ascend the throne, issue a general amnesty across the land, and without Shang Xuanwen’s approval, Qian Gongyu would be absolved of her crimes.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu and the Shang Family would both benefit. No one would suffer losses. All would be joyous and celebratory.
    

    

    
      Except for the Emperor who was the target.
    

    

    
      “You’re planning something this huge, and you didn’t think to discuss it with Shang Xuanwen first?” Yan Qing couldn’t understand. Were noblewomen in the south always this fierce? Talking about killing the Emperor like buying a head of cabbage.
    

    

    
      “When my father arranged our lives, he never discussed it with us either,” Shang Xinlei said flatly. “He believes he is right. I believe I am right. So let’s see who actually is.”
    

    

    
      “If you’re going to help me, then come. If you’re not, then step aside.” She pulled out the Throwing Ring and said seriously, “I don’t have time to waste.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, she strode toward the door. Clearly, if Yan Qing insisted on stopping her, she wouldn’t hesitate to punish the man blocking her path with the Throwing Ring.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing watched her come closer step by step and finally let out a long sigh, stepping aside.
    

    

    
      “Thank you,” Shang Xinlei politely said as she walked out of the storage room.
    

    

    
      “You and your father really are the same—always choosing evasion over honest confrontation…” Yan Qing muttered in a low voice behind her.
    

    

    
      “Hmm?” Shang Xinlei turned her head and saw Yan Qing following behind, talking to himself. “What did you say? Why are you following me? Are you going to help?”
    

    

    
      “Has the Emperor of Great Liang done any deeds, good or bad?” Yan Qing asked in return.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei shook her head. “No. A young Emperor who has never taken control of the government and is raised by the Empress Dowager—how could he have done anything good or bad?”
    

    

    
      “Then I won’t help you,” Yan Qing said. “But I won’t stop you either.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll just follow behind and watch the show. If something good drops to the ground, I’ll pick it up.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei laughed. “If he were a wise and benevolent ruler who loved the people, would you stop me? But you clearly supported the plan to kidnap the Emperor.”
    

    

    
      “I even stole Shang Xuanwen’s Heaven-Reliant Sword,” Yan Qing replied calmly. “Why do you think I tried so hard to avoid fighting him?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t deny I’m a profit-driven villain. But does that mean villains like tyrants and treacherous ministers? The worse a person is, the more they hope there are good people in this world.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei blinked, seemingly deep in thought. She slowed her steps, occasionally tilting her head to observe Yan Qing. Yan Qing resisted the urge to turn his head and refused to meet her gaze.
    

    

    
      With her, a local who often entered the palace, acting as a guide, they encountered no danger. Several times they ran into guards and attendants but managed to avoid them each time. Soon, they reached the outer wall of Chengqian Hall. The two of them climbed over it directly and landed softly, seeing the palace lit as bright as day.
    

    

    
      It was expected that the Emperor hadn’t gone to sleep and chose to stay up late—after all, tonight was unusually lively. This meant Shang Xinlei had only one chance. Whether she succeeded or failed, it would surely alarm the entire palace, and then Second-Stage and Third-Stage Messengers would definitely converge. They would only have a very short escape window.
    

    

    
      This was the reason Yan Qing followed. He brought a Return Token and was not afraid of being surrounded. He could escape at any moment. While he did want to watch the excitement, his deeper intention was still to help Shang Xinlei—not with the assassination, but with the escape.
    

    

    
      She was Jiang Ten’s friend, and also… barely counted as his friend.
    

    

    
      The two of them crept along the carved jade balustrades toward the palace and hid below a window. They vaguely heard voices inside.
    

    

    
      “…Your Majesty, you’re reading miscellaneous books again. If the Empress Dowager sees this, she’ll scold you,” a slightly hoarse female voice said.
    

    

    
      “But Master, it’s hard to read scriptures this late at night. Only books like the ‘Messenger’s Manual’ can help me pass the time.” The young man laughed. “If the Empress Dowager comes, be sure to warn me.”
    

    

    
      “Alright. I really can’t do anything about Your Majesty.”
    

    

    
        Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei exchanged a glance. From the voices, they could clearly determine the precise positions of those speaking inside—the youthful voice likely belonged to the Emperor, and the female voice was probably the Disciplinary Matron. They slowly moved along the corner of the wall, aiming to reach the section closest to the Emperor before launching their surprise attack.
    

    

    
      An accident occurred.
    

    

    
      Just as they turned the corner, Yan Qing collided head-on with a palace maid. A second before she could cry out, Yan Qing covered her mouth, quietly and steadily dragging her away.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was visibly displeased and gestured with her eyes for Yan Qing to kill her immediately. Yan Qing acted as if he didn’t see it. But he was also a bit frustrated—while movies often showed a simple hand chop knocking someone out, he wasn’t naïve enough to believe that. If he used full force to chop the maid’s neck, he would most likely just snap it.
    

    

    
      “Don’t move. I’ll let you go in a moment,” Yan Qing whispered to the palace maid. “You forget so many things every day. You’ll forget this too, right?”
    

    

    
      The palace maid stopped struggling and nodded vigorously.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing let out a breath of relief and turned to observe Shang Xinlei’s movements. Just on the other side of the wall in front of her was the young Emperor sitting at a desk reading, and the straight-line distance between them was less than five steps.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei raised three fingers.
    

    

    
      Three?
    

    

    
      Then two fingers, then one.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      Right on cue, an explosion rang out from the other end of the palace city. At that precise moment, when everyone’s attention would be drawn to the noise, Shang Xinlei kicked through the wall and unleashed a Throwing Ring Sweep!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing also released the maid and stepped forward, ready to assist.
    

    

    
      But just then, a fist formed from gale-force energy blasted out from the palace, instantly shattering the entire wall! Not to mention Shang Xinlei, who took the blow head-on—even Yan Qing, who had just approached, felt like he had been struck by an electric scooter. The mirror surfaces on his body shattered one after another! Shang Xinlei suffered even more—like being slammed by a heavy-duty freight truck, her entire body was hurled over ten meters away and crashed into a wall, leaving a human-shaped dent!
    

    

    
      They widened their eyes and looked at the figure stepping out of the palace, their hearts filled with dread.
    

    

    
      Heaven-splitting and earth-breaking, altering the very skies—it was like witnessing a divine miracle!
    

    

    
      It was a Foundation Messenger!
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      Damn it, they had run into a Foundation Messenger!
    

    

    
      It was incredibly easy to distinguish a Foundation Messenger from a Third-Stage Messenger. Though it seemed like just one more job change apart, the difference in level was like heaven and earth. No matter how powerful a Third-Stage Messenger was, at most they could "take the enemy general’s head amidst a sea of troops," but a Foundation Messenger only needed to raise a hand for "ten thousand arrows to rain down and the entire army to charge"!
    

    

    
      A single person could form an army, shake the heavens and overturn the earth—like a god, like a demon, like an abyss, like a prison!
    

    

    
      Having witnessed the destructive power Chen Liexia displayed in the Mansu Woodland, Yan Qing clearly understood one thing: forget about the two of them—even a whole group of Third-Stage Messengers stood no chance against a Foundation Messenger. A Level-39 Messenger was merely the mightiest of mortals, but a Level-40 Foundation had already been exalted by the Buddha as a Luohan Bodhisattva, and in the pursuit of Dao was a True Cultivator. They were beings of elevated essence—divine entities walking the land!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t even dare to speak. The reversed blood that surged into his throat was forcefully swallowed back down. He minimized his presence and sprinted toward Shang Xinlei, pried her down from the wall, slung her over his shoulder like cargo, and ran off without so much as a glance back!
    

    

    
      From the broken wall walked out a woman in plain palace maid attire, appearing to be around fifty years old. Her silver hair, though aged, flowed as smoothly as silk polished by time, and faint starlight flickered in its strands like powdery fragments. Her face was gaunt, crow’s feet etched clearly at the corners of her eyes. The beauty of her youth had faded, yet neither the youthful palace maid nearby nor the young emperor not far off could match even a fraction of her presence.
    

    

    
      Compared to this gracefully aging matron, even Shang Xuanwen, that pampered Prime Minister, appeared as shabby as a rustic farmer. She looked toward Yan Qing’s fleeing figure. Although she didn’t know who he was, how he had infiltrated the Imperial Palace, or how he had broken through the walls of Chengqian Hall, all of these questions could be resolved with the simplest solution: destroy them.
    

    

    
      Just as she prepared to activate a token, a palace maid came stumbling toward her, sobbing and sniffling.
    

    

    
      “Niangniang, I… I was getting something earlier, and that black-clad man caught me. I thought I was going to die…”
    

    

    
      The matron paused. Yinping had been captured but not killed?
    

    

    
      Right—this was the Main City. Unless using fire oil or a self-harming token, no one could hurt another person here.
    

    

    
      Realizing this, the matron decided not to waste spirit energy. After all, it was pointless to fight; it was better to dispatch guards and apprehend these assassins.
    

    

    
      “Master.”
    

    

    
      The young emperor pointed toward the palace wall not far off and said with a grin, “Look at that assassin—you hit him into the wall!”
    

    

    
      “Struck head-on by Heaven's Might Combat Qi and still alive? That means their defensive token must be of a high grade… Hmm?” The matron, mid-sentence, suddenly realized something. She turned her gaze to the human-shaped dent in the palace wall and immediately became aware of what was wrong.
    

    

    
      If they were truly bound by the laws of the Main City, a person struck by Heaven's Might Combat Qi would at most be sent flying, but not harmed in the least—not from the impact, not from the fall, and certainly not enough to leave a crater in the wall. From the very start, it should have been impossible for anyone to break through the walls of Chengqian Hall. The buildings were also protected by the Main City’s laws and couldn't be destroyed by force!
    

    

    
      “They’re not assassins.”
    

    

    
      The matron turned to look in the direction where Yan Qing had fled. But with so much time wasted, there was no sign of them anymore. She knew she had just missed a golden opportunity. Still, she didn’t seem particularly angry. Instead, it was as if two wild cats had barged into her house and stirred up trouble. She chuckled and cursed:
    

    

    
      “They’re a bunch of lawless thieves.”
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      “Team Two, over there! Team Four, that way! Don’t overlook a single trace! Shoot arrows the moment you see the assassins! This is an imperial order from His Majesty, and the oversight of Hermit Yu Li—know the weight of what you’ve been commanded. If anyone dares to slack off, don’t blame me for being merciless! Understood?!”
    

    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    

    
      Hearing the hurried footsteps outside, Yan Qing felt a weight lifted from his shoulder as Shang Xinlei climbed down from him, leaned against the wall, sat down, and asked in a low, panting voice, “Where are we?”
    

    

    
      “I found a house at random to hide in. Didn’t see the name, but there’s a well in the center of the courtyard, and lots of clothes hanging out to dry.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei, taking advantage of the light from the window, saw the house filled with all kinds of cloth and garments. She let out a breath of relief. “This is the Laundry Bureau. The guards probably won’t come here for a while.”
    

    

    
      “You know this place well. What’s the plan now?” Yan Qing was glad to see his teammate recover so quickly. Otherwise, he’d be the only one facing this hellish situation. “Since you had everything so meticulously planned, I assume you’ve also prepared a retreat route?”
    

    

    
      However, Shang Xinlei shook her head. “We can’t leave.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing raised an eyebrow and leaned in closer, trying to apply psychological pressure with his Dog Head Mask. “Don’t tell me you still want to go through with your assassination plan? If you’re determined to die, I won’t stop you. But we’re teammates—at least draw the guards’ attention and help me make an escape, won’t you?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei suddenly began coughing violently. Yan Qing panicked and cursed himself for not knowing how to knock someone out with a hand chop. If he did, he could’ve knocked her unconscious to stop the noise. But since he couldn’t, he pulled her toward him, opened his coat, and wrapped it around her head to muffle the sound as much as possible.
    

    

    
      When she finally stopped coughing, she didn’t sit up again. Whether from exhaustion or injury, she lay nestled against him, breathing slowly. Yan Qing could feel his clothes getting soaked and hoped it was her blood—otherwise, it was her drool.
    

    

    
      “We won’t get away like this,” Shang Xinlei whispered. “The guards are definitely watching the palace walls right now. It takes time to scale them. As long as they stall us, Hermit Yu Li will be able to arrive quickly.”
    

    

    
      “Hermit Yu Li is—?”
    

    

    
      “Ancestor of the Shao Clan, a Foundation of the Imperial Family, said to be the granddaughter of Emperor Taizu of Liang, her seniority is frighteningly high.” She exhaled a hot breath slowly and gave a bitter smile. “If I had known she had already returned to the capital, how could I have come up with such a suicidal plan?”
    

    

    
      “Escape is not an option, and hiding won’t last long. Looks like we’ll have to cut off the tail like a gecko,” said Yan Qing. “One person distracts the guards while the other escapes. What do you think?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Yan Qing felt his waist being tightly grabbed. Shang Xinlei muttered through clenched teeth, “I have a better plan. If you dare to abandon me... I won’t let you off!”
    

    

    
      This really was a case of the farmer and the snake. In fact, what Yan Qing meant was that he would handle the guards himself—after all, he had a Return Token—but he hadn’t expected such an intense reaction from Shang Xinlei, who looked like she was about to bite him. It was an empty threat. If it had been Yan Qing, he would’ve said, “If you dare abandon me, I’ll shout and no one gets out of here.”
    

    

    
      “What plan?”
    

    

    
      “There’s one place the guards will never search. We can hide in there for a long time.” Shang Xinlei sat up with difficulty, wiped the blood from the corner of her mouth, and looked at Yan Qing as she said:
    

    

    
      “The Imperial Secret Treasury!”
    

    

    
      A quarter of an hour later.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei pressed against a wall, listening as the footsteps on the other side gradually faded into the distance, both letting out a sigh of relief. The imperial authority hadn’t even gotten serious yet—just awakening alone had nearly overwhelmed them. Hundreds of guards and palace maids were conducting a carpet search of the Imperial Palace. Every few steps, they risked running into a patrol. If not for Shang Xinlei being a local, they would have been caught long ago.
    

    

    
      But making it this far was already the limit. What came next would be a gamble.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing grabbed a roof tile and climbed up to peek. He saw the central square teeming with people—not patrolling, but because the central square was where the palace halls intersected, many teams naturally passed through it.
    

    

    
      The good news was that the very center of the square was empty. After all, anyone just passing through only needed to skirt the edges. Who would go out of their way to walk across the middle? The bad news was there were too many people and too many lanterns. If they ran through, they might be spotted.
    

    

    
      After waiting three minutes, Yan Qing finally saw the crowd thin around the square. Though there were still people holding lanterns, a completely dark and safe route had appeared!
    

    

    
      “Go.” Yan Qing climbed the wall and reached out to pull Shang Xinlei over. As they jumped down, Shang Xinlei staggered and almost lost her footing.
    

    

    
      Before Yan Qing could say anything, Shang Xinlei said, “You go ahead, I’ll follow.” She paused, then added, “Even if I get caught, I’m not afraid. I’m the fourth young miss of the Shang Family. The imperial family wouldn’t dare harm me.”
    

    

    
      If not for that last part, Yan Qing might have dashed off. But he was a sensitive person—sensitive enough to catch the undertone of guilt in her words, yet unable to accept it with peace of mind. On second thought, Shang Xinlei, who wobbled every few steps and needed help just to climb a two-meter wall—how could she possibly help distract the guards during his escape?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing lifted Shang Xinlei’s right arm over his neck, supported her waist with his left hand, and ran straight toward the center of the square with her.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      “Shut your mouth. Who do you think I came here for?” Yan Qing growled under his breath. “If you’ve got the strength to talk, use it to run faster!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was startled. Drooping her head, she muttered softly, “Next time we’re in this kind of situation, just carry me right away…”
    

    

    
      “If there’s a next time, I’ll leave you behind. I don’t need a teammate who gets me into trouble twice.”
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      The two of them walked all the way to the carved pattern at the center of the plaza. Yan Qing hesitated slightly.
    

    

    
      Although he knew the Secret Treasury was right below, how exactly was one supposed to enter it?
    

    

    
      “You really haven’t looked into the Secret Treasury, huh.” Shang Xinlei couldn’t help but laugh. “Then you really can’t get rid of me.”
    

    

    
      She pulled out the Throwing Ring, which bounced back and forth on the carving, striking the tiles depicting the Azure Dragon, Vermillion Bird, White Tiger, and Black Tortoise. As the tiles of the Four Divine Beasts sank slightly, a crisp vibration echoed from the sun at the center of the carving, shaking dust out from the seams. The sun then rotated along the central axis, revealing two crescent-shaped entrances.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing peered into the hole and saw that there was light inside—likely the ever-burning lamps produced in Secret Realms—illuminating a near-bottomless vertical shaft.
    

    

    
      “How do we get down?”
    

    

    
      “There are grips on the tunnel wall for climbing… to the side gate…” Shang Xinlei trailed off mid-sentence.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing asked in confusion, “Side gate? But this is the central gate.”
    

    

    
      “That’s why you’re supposed to jump straight down here.” Shang Xinlei looked at him. “After all, this is the Main City. You won’t die from the fall. They only made a path to climb up from the inside. The outer mechanism opens only the central gate, and the inner mechanism only opens the side gate.”
    

    

    
      Because you wouldn’t die from the fall, you were supposed to just jump down.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing patted his head. He had never lived in the Main City, so this way of thinking was unfamiliar to him. No—this wasn’t a Main City mindset. It was the mindset of the strong—Messengers had Defensive Tokens and weren’t afraid of fall damage. He himself had just leapt from the twenty-zhang-high Palace Wall; what difference would jumping from thirty-plus zhang make?
    

    

    
      Just then, a squad of Palace Attendants walked out from the distant palace gate, seemingly planning to cross the central plaza along the edge. There was a chance they might see them. Yan Qing said, “I’ll go down first. Remember to close the entrance later.”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing grabbed the edge of the crescent-shaped hole and was about to leap down, when he noticed Shang Xinlei standing perfectly still. He instantly realized something. “Where’s your Defensive Token?”
    

    

    
      “…It was shattered by a single strike from Hermit Yu Li.” Shang Xinlei took out a broken Jade Pendant from her chest. As a Second-Stage Messenger, she wasn’t yet qualified to use the Heartguard Mirror. “I can’t go down.”
    

    

    
      Without the Main City’s protection and without a Defensive Token, jumping down meant meeting the earth with bare flesh—there was only one outcome: a bloody pulp, bones crushed to powder. Foundation Messengers were indeed formidable; even if they could block a random blow, that didn’t mean they could walk away unscathed.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing fell silent. He lowered his head and picked up a pebble from the roadside, tossing it high into the air, as if venting his frustration.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei had actually already steeled herself mentally. Escape was impossible, but she didn’t necessarily have to be captured as “Red Snake the Thief.” She could just pretend to be a curious onlooker who had come to the Imperial Palace in search of her father. Punishment was inevitable, but it was better than—
    

    

    
      “After I jump, if you trust me, jump down too and let me catch you.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei looked at Yan Qing in astonishment. However, he had no intention of explaining. He leapt into the crescent-shaped hole, landing steadily five breaths later.
    

    

    
      The footsteps of the Palace Attendants drew nearer, and the light from their lanterns was about to sweep over. Shang Xinlei had to decide at once: close the entrance and return to her identity as Shang Xinlei, or jump down as Red Snake the Thief? Shang Xinlei would surely face punishment, but Red Snake might end up a smear of blood on the floor.
    

    

    
      To entrust one’s life to a stranger—there could be no more foolish gamble, she thought.
    

    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    

    
      One of the Palace Attendants suddenly turned his lantern toward the central plaza.
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      “Nothing, maybe just the wind.”
    

    

    
      While the Palace Attendants conversed, Shang Xinlei pierced the still air like a ripple. Her robes fluttered like butterflies, and her hair wound with the wind like strings. It wasn’t her first time falling from a great height, but it was the first time she did so without the protection of a Defensive Token. She shut her eyes tightly, unable to face the echo of fate about to come—perhaps the sharpest ridicule of her life, an annotation to her own foolishness.
    

    

    
      One second, two seconds, three seconds… After learning from Jiang Ten that this equated to a single breath’s duration, she too had grown used to using seconds to describe such fleeting moments.
    

    

    
      “How long are you planning to pretend to be asleep?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei opened her eyes and was met with Yan Qing’s Yellow Dog mask. Behind the mask, his eyes brimmed with disdain, as if he were looking at some silly grown girl playing childish games.
    

    

    
      “I… how come I didn’t feel anything?” Shang Xinlei exclaimed in joy, realizing she was completely unharmed—not even the slightest impact. It felt as if she had merely climbed through a window and fallen into Yan Qing’s arms.
    

    

    
      “Making a fuss over nothing.” Yan Qing’s expression was calm, though he was secretly quite pleased.
    

    

    
      Since he dared to boast about catching Shang Xinlei, of course he had made preparations.
    

    

    
      『Heartguard Mirror of the Mountains』
    

    

    
      『Grade: Third-Stage Precious』
    

    

    
      「Durability: 81/100」
    

    

    
      「Equipment Requirement: 15 Vital Energy and Blood, 15 Spirit」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Sevenfold Mirror: Upon activation, you will be guarded by seven mirror surfaces. Mirror defense is 0, and HP is linearly tied to the number of mirrors. Each mirror grants 200 HP; with all seven active, each mirror has 1400 HP; with only one, 200 HP. Activating or replenishing each mirror costs 12 Spirit. Once all mirrors are shattered, cooldown of five seconds before reactivation is required.」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Mountain Mirror: While guarded by the Sevenfold Mirrors, all non-token kinetic force inflicted on you is nullified. You cannot be moved, nor can you move others.」
    

    

    
      「Evaluation: The back of the mirror bears the four characters ‘Unmoving as the Mountain’.」
    

    

    
      The first Token that Yan Qing enhanced using Blood Weapon materials was this most practical Defensive Token in his possession—the Heartguard Mirror. His previous Heartguard Mirror was indeed good, but required 70 Spirit to activate. Yan Qing wouldn’t be able to meet that condition until after his Third-Stage.
    

    

    
      After enhancement, the Spirit cost per mirror of the Heartguard Mirror of the Mountains increased to 12 points, but in return, mirror HP doubled and no longer required full activation at once. Yan Qing could gradually activate the Sevenfold Mirrors, enjoying Third-Stage Rare Token defense with First-Stage strength. That was how he managed to block a casual strike from a Foundation Messenger earlier.
    

    

    
      As for the second function, Mountain Mirror, he had initially thought it was just a decorative add-on. Though it could nullify kinetic force, it excluded that from Tokens—meaning it was basically useless. That was until he jumped from the twenty-zhang-high Palace Wall and landed without a sound. Only then did he realize the mystery behind this function.
    

    

    
      Of course, even so, Yan Qing wouldn’t have dared let Shang Xinlei gamble her life purely on that. Before jumping down himself, he ran a final test: throwing a pebble. He caught it with the back of his hand, and to his surprise, the pebble halted instantly the moment it touched him, completely unmoving.
    

    

    
      Given the irregular shape of the pebble, a vertical drop should have caused it to bounce. His hand back wasn’t flat either—it had an angle. This phenomenon could only mean that the kinetic force of the pebble had been entirely absorbed by the Mountain Mirror effect the instant contact occurred.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei, after all, was just a slightly larger, taller, and heavier pebble.
    

    

    
      Of course, if things really had gone wrong, Yan Qing wasn’t unprepared—Heaven’s Veil from Bingzi Pepper Forest could restore all injuries. As long as Shang Xinlei still drew breath, the Legendary Token could bring her back. With himself cushioning below, and Shang Xinlei’s Second-Stage level Vital Energy and Blood, there would be at least one chance at resuscitation.
    

    

    
      Looking back now, Yan Qing felt he had been too bold, actually letting someone stake their life on trusting him.
    

    

    
      And even bolder, naturally, was Shang Xinlei, who did just that.
    

    

    
      One dared to say it, the other dared to believe it.
    

    

    
      The two exchanged a glance, each feeling the other—and themselves—were a bit of an idiot. Yan Qing reached out to support her arm again. This time, Shang Xinlei didn’t refuse. Half her body leaned against him, practically treating him as a crutch. Yan Qing thought to himself, this woman was surprisingly shameless—it seemed she had a pushy personality. He’d best avoid her going forward.
    

    

    
      The Secret Treasury gate was rather peculiar—made entirely of gold. The doorframes on either side bore two five-clawed golden dragons, each gripping a Spirit Jade orb. The entire display shimmered lavishly in golden brilliance. However, Yan Qing knew well that gold and silver in this world were merely building materials, decoration, and minor currency for mortals. The truly precious parts of this gate were those four Spirit Jade orbs.
    

    

    
      The two of them pushed open the grand gate. Unlike the gate’s exterior, the interior of the Secret Treasury was not particularly extravagant—it resembled more of a showroom. Aside from bookshelves, Treasure Chests, and artworks piled in corners, the most space-consuming and valuable items were the sixty-four glazed pedestals, each holding a Token, Manual, or equally prized treasure.
    

    

    
      Perhaps drawn in by the treasures, neither of them heard the faint sound of the Secret Treasury gate closing automatically behind them.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing immediately let go of Shang Xinlei and went over to study how to open the glazed pedestals. On the foremost pedestal sat a Secret Technique Book titled 《Ultra-Solution》. He didn’t know which weapon it applied to, but acquiring it was definitely a gain.
    

    

    
      However, the glazed pedestals were not so easily opened. The sand table didn’t show their operating mechanisms either. Yan Qing tried slashing at it first, but couldn’t even nick the pedestal’s edges. Left with no choice, he calmed down to study its opening method. He quickly noticed a turquoise panel below the pedestal. On the turquoise surface were eight images and a line of very familiar text—「Please click all images that contain ‘Token’.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked. Before he could act, the turquoise panel changed again—the text became 「Please click all images that contain ‘Demon’.」
    

    

    
      This time, he managed to click two images, but the panel shifted again after two seconds. He finally realized—the panel changed far too quickly, leaving no time to observe and judge!
    

    

    
      Damn it, where the hell in Great Liang did something like this come from? I transmigrated just to suffer these stupid human verification tests?
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      "Red Snake, take a look at this—"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing turned his head and found that Shang Xinlei was not investigating the Liuli Pedestal, but crouched in a corner taking a Healing Pill. She had already taken one on the way earlier, but the effect was limited. After all, real people didn’t have health bars like game characters. Healing Pills were useful, but not so immediate in their effect. She had to wait for the pill to gradually repair the internal injuries inflicted by the Foundation Messenger.
    

    

    
      She had removed the Red Snake neck scarf configured for her by the Thieves' House, without taking off her mask. However, the mask completely conformed to her facial contours, outlining a delicate jawline.
    

    

    
      Although he had seen her true face in the game before, perhaps the 1080P screen resolution wasn’t high enough, or perhaps there was simply no comparison to seeing her in person—Yan Qing found himself briefly stunned by this crazy and troublesome little Red Snake even through the mask. She looked like a female thief who had stepped out of a game cutscene, with skin fairer than snow and finely sculpted features. Even though her complexion was pallid and her eyes filled with fatigue, there was a fragile beauty about her that made one wonder if the Creator had favored her too much.
    

    

    
      Still not as good-looking as the Jiang Ten I created, Yan Qing thought to himself, believing his aesthetic sense to be slightly superior to that of the Creator.
    

    

    
      "Are you badly hurt?" Yan Qing asked. "You can’t even stand?"
    

    

    
      Though it would be a bit wasteful, if Shang Xinlei was seriously injured and unable to take care of herself, he would still lend her the Bingzi Pepper Forest to unleash a big move.
    

    

    
      "Just need... a little rest. Hermit Yu Li really hits hard." Shang Xinlei looked up at him and said casually, "Don’t mind me. By the time you finish looting, I’ll be almost recovered."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing said nothing, simply looked down at her from above. After a few seconds, Shang Xinlei became uneasy under his gaze, raising her hand to block her face and turning her head aside. "Even if you know who I am, you don’t have to stare at me like that, do you?"
    

    

    
      "Suit yourself," Yan Qing replied calmly. "If you want to keep it bottled up, keep it bottled up."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was taken aback, instinctively wanting to retort, but Yan Qing had already turned back to the Liuli Pedestal. Once he said he wouldn’t care, he truly wouldn’t—he didn’t even glance back once. It was her first time meeting someone like Yan Qing. Though they had only met in the Thieves' House and barely exchanged words in private, he always seemed able to keenly perceive her thoughts, as if they had known each other long ago—so long that even self-deception couldn't fool him.
    

    

    
      The Secret Treasury returned to silence, with only the alert sounds from the turquoise slabs Yan Qing tapped and his increasingly agitated muttered curses. He picked a slab that seemed to take the longest to verify, but even that only lasted about two seconds. Reading the question and completing the human verification within two seconds was difficult, but not impossible. Yan Qing quickly grew adept at it, but no matter how fast he got, he still couldn’t keep up with the slab’s speed of changing questions.
    

    

    
      After a dozen attempts, Yan Qing finally lost it after a near-successful failure. Clenching his fists in a crazed posture, a beastlike roar of impotent fury escaped him, filled with rage and curses.
    

    

    
      He heard a light snicker from behind. Yan Qing turned around furiously, only to see Shang Xinlei staring down at the ground—but her slightly trembling shoulders completely gave her away—she was laughing.
    

    

    
      How could he be the only one suffering from this society-revenge type human verification torture? Like a foreman catching a worker on break, Yan Qing walked over and urged, "Had enough rest? Hurry up and open the cabinet!"
    

    

    
      "I’m tired—"
    

    

    
      "I’ve never seen a rat fall into a rice jar and still say it’s tired."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei fell silent, seemingly unable to fabricate a decent excuse.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing could tell she had something on her mind. She said "don’t mind me," but it sounded more like "please, someone care about me." But Yan Qing was neither her father nor her brother, so he had no reason to comfort her. That behavior didn’t match his usual persona anyway. More importantly... he wasn’t good at comforting people. He wasn’t even good at arguing with people. Only behind a keyboard could he unleash a flood of eloquent sarcasm and defeat nine others at once.
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, just as Yan Qing was about to return to the human verification task, Shang Xinlei finally spoke, "I can’t take anything from here."
    

    

    
      "Why? You dared to assassinate the emperor, but now you can’t take his stuff? Your moral code is really something."
    

    

    
      "Precisely because I failed to assassinate the emperor, I’m not qualified to take anything." Shang Xinlei said slowly, "The emperor was nearly assassinated, Jiangjing fell into chaos overnight. Even if none of it was my father’s fault, the blame will ultimately fall on him. After all, the emperor has yet to take full control, and he is the Prime Minister governing Jiangnan."
    

    

    
      Was it really not your father’s fault... Yan Qing gave her a glance but restrained his urge to comment.
    

    

    
      "If I had succeeded in assassinating the emperor, my father could have continued governing Great Liang. These problems wouldn’t be problems. His prestige would be enough to suppress all demons and ghosts. The royal family would continue to rely on him, and the noble clans would rally under his banner. The Shang Family would continue to thrive. Before the next emperor assumed power, my eldest and third brothers would surely hold key military posts, and the Shang Family could have landed smoothly, handing authority back to the Shao Royal Clan."
    

    

    
      "Qian Gongyu would also have been freed under the new emperor’s amnesty. She wouldn’t have learned of the Shang Family’s filth. With ample time to make arrangements, my father wouldn’t have had to drag her onto the war chariot. She’d probably have become my lifelong best friend—she’s silly and adorable, and I could easily have had her in my palm, raising her like a pet."
    

    

    
      "But I failed."
    

    

    
      Her tone didn’t change, but the emotion within plummeted drastically. Shang Xinlei hugged her knees tightly, burying her head in her chest, as if trying to hide herself from the world.
    

    

    
      "After such a catastrophe, my father, as the Prime Minister, will be held accountable. The Shang Family will be implicated. Xiao Yu still won’t be able to leave Shuiyue Pavilion. I used to resent my father’s dictatorial ways, but now I find myself inferior even to him." she muttered, "Not only did I fail to help them find a better path, I ended up causing trouble for the family."
    

    

    
        "Before, I used to look down on those noble scions who squandered and indulged everywhere, but in the end, I’m nothing more than an arrogant and incompetent wastrel... perhaps even worse than them. No matter how many women they played with or how much money they spent, none of it caused as much trouble to their family as I did in a single night."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing couldn’t help but nod—Shang Xinlei’s self-reflection made a lot of sense. As the saying goes, the real worry isn’t a second-generation rich kid who drinks and parties, but one who tries to start a business. Believing oneself to be more capable than one’s elders was the most dangerous illusion for a noble scion.
    

    

    
      Of course, if Shang Xinlei had succeeded, this wouldn’t be the narrative. From what Yan Qing knew of her, she must have been confident that the emperor’s personal guards didn’t include a Foundation Messenger. After all, she frequently entered and exited the Imperial Palace, was a friend of the princess, and often roamed Jiangnan at night. The appearance of Hermit Yu Li was truly a black swan event she could never have foreseen.
    

    

    
      Had Hermit Yu Li not shown up, even if the emperor had been fed up to the Second Job Change and had a Defensive Token, in a premeditated attack against an unprepared target, Shang Xinlei had at least a seventy percent chance of instantly breaking through his defense. What’s more likely, however, was that the emperor didn’t have a Defensive Token at all—after all, the Imperial Palace was the heart of Jiangnan City, and he had lived his whole life in a garden where no one could harm him. Why would he need to protect himself?
    

    

    
      But that’s how the world worked—success or failure was all that mattered. This was also the difference between noble scions and common-born sons: no matter how hard the latter tried, they’d only ruin themselves, but if the former tried too hard, they might bet the entire family on the table.
    

    

    
      "So I can’t take anything from the Secret Treasury. For every item missing from the Secret Treasury, it’s an extra burden on Father and the Shang Family." Shang Xinlei’s voice was calm yet heavy, like rain on an overcast day: "I know this is a meaningless atonement, a self-deceptive redemption. I was the one who brought you in to begin with."
    

    

    
      At that, she gave a bitter laugh and mocked herself: "But I just can’t bring myself to keep adding trouble to the family. Of course, I won’t and have no right to limit your actions. Do as you please. Don’t worry about me."
    

    

    
      In truth, Shang Xinlei began regretting her words the moment they left her mouth. There were things one simply shouldn’t say to others—revealing one’s weakness wouldn’t earn sympathy, but disdain.
    

    

    
      Most people only want to admire the flower, not see the ugly roots beneath it.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Yan Qing wasn’t an ordinary person—he was a teammate in the Thieves' House, and they would continue to collaborate in the future. Letting him understand and even grasp her personality was as dangerous as handing him her chains to control. Sharing her inner thoughts with him was as foolish as entrusting her life to him... and she had done both.
    

    

    
      She wasn’t as calm and composed as she thought. Just because he had once saved her, just because he had said "I came for you," she had believed him unconditionally.
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      A sound came from the side. Shang Xinlei turned her head and saw Yan Qing sit down next to her. Before she could speak, Yan Qing asked first, “And then?”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean ‘and then’?” Shang Xinlei was a little amused and annoyed. Did you take me for a storyteller?
    

    

    
      “Will the royal family ransack your home and exterminate your clan because of what happened tonight?”
    

    

    
      “How could that be? The Shang Family is one of the Seven Great Clans. At most, it’ll just hasten my father’s resignation.”
    

    

    
      “If that’s the case, then how do you plan to make up for your mistake?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was slightly stunned. After a moment of silence, she replied, “From now on, I will follow my father’s arrangements and no longer act on my own.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing propped his chin with his hand. “And? Isn’t that what you were supposed to do in the first place? That doesn’t count as compensation—it’s just a child pouting after making a mistake.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t make it sound so easy!” Shang Xinlei couldn’t help but raise her voice in rebuttal. “Is the current situation something I can fix on my own? If there were something I could do, I would’ve done it already!”
    

    

    
      “Have you truly done your utmost? Exhausted all your intelligence and effort? Tried every method you could think of?” Yan Qing’s tone was calm, yet somehow full of irony. “Was assassinating the emperor your only answer? Easier than confronting your father directly?”
    

    

    
      “Things aren’t that simple—”
    

    

    
      “You people are the ones making it overly complicated.” Yan Qing cut her off. “You don’t even understand your father as well as the Rat Monk who told me about him. But it’s clear from his arrangements that he values you. So why don’t you dare to speak your true thoughts to him? Have you ever really told him you didn’t want Qian Gongyu to suffer injustice? Have you ever defied his plans?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s fists clenched. If not for her lingering injuries, she might have started a fight with Yan Qing. “Would you do something you knew couldn’t succeed? Would you still try to assassinate the emperor knowing there was a Foundation Messenger by his side? I’ve been Shang Xuanwen’s daughter for so many years—you think I never tried to resist? I did. My brothers did too. But all we got was failure, failure, and more failure!”
    

    

    
      “Father only does what he believes is right. He never accepts anyone else’s opinion!”
    

    

    
      “To be honest, I don’t know your past.” Yan Qing admitted his ignorance. “Everything I know about Shang Xuanwen comes from what the Rat Monk told me. From my perspective, Shang Xuanwen is already sick. He has seen hell, so he thinks he’s still living in it. He treats everyone according to the imperial court’s logic of sovereign and minister. He is the sovereign, and everyone else is a minister. He’s driven himself into isolation.”
    

    

    
      “You mentioned Shang Xuanwen possibly has the ability to hear thoughts. I can tell you for sure—he does. All those fleeting thoughts, fears, worries, and disgust during conversations with him—none escape his ears. He knows very well that you and Qian Gongyu are friends. That’s why he crafted a ‘taming’ scheme specifically for Qian Gongyu.”
    

    

    
      “Then why are you still questioning me!?” Shang Xinlei couldn’t hold it in any longer. “There’s no need for me to say it out loud—Father already knows how much I care about Qian Gongyu, yet he still did what he did!”
    

    

    
      “Because your father has no friends.” Yan Qing said, “His concept of friendship is just loyal subordinates. Like I said, he’s not the emperor, but he is a lonely man.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was stunned.
    

    

    
      “Shang Xuanwen’s only conversation partners are people like the Rat Monk—those with sincere hearts. But even with them, he doesn’t dare keep them close for long, fearing they might one day change and become ‘ordinary.’” Yan Qing said, “He has no friends, nor does he trust anyone. He only adheres to his method of controlling people: better to overuse than underuse. You said Qian Gongyu is your friend, so Shang Xuanwen fulfilled your wish by turning Qian Gongyu into your loyal subordinate—that’s probably the closest thing to ‘a friend’ in his mind.”
    

    

    
      “Are you saying everything Father did was for my own good?” After a long silence, Shang Xinlei asked dejectedly, “Was I the only one being self-righteous all along?”
    

    

    
      “Of course not.” Yan Qing stood up and said, “Good intentions can still cause harm. Sometimes, the ones who hurt you most are those who love you the most. What I mean is, you’ve picked the wrong enemy. The one you really need to deal with isn’t the emperor—it’s your father.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?” Shang Xinlei thought she misheard him. Was Yan Qing encouraging patricide?
    

    

    
      “If children don’t rebel, their parents might always think they’ll never grow up. It’s not just parents who need to educate children—children also need to educate their parents. Power is constant. If you want the power to take control of your own life, then you need to raise the banner of rebellion and take it back from your father.” Yan Qing spoke lightly, as if discussing child-rearing. “It’s time you gave your father a good lesson.”
    

    

    
      Me?
    

    

    
      Teach Shang Xuanwen, who had navigated the treacherous tides of officialdom for thirty years, Prime Minister of Great Liang, and head of the Shang Family?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing squatted in front of the dumbfounded Shang Xinlei and teased, “You dared to assassinate the emperor, but you don’t dare rebel against your father? You don’t even have the guts to scold him and say, ‘Old man, you’re meddling too much’?”
    

    

    
      “It’s not that I don’t, it’s just…”
    

    

    
      “What if he decides it’s for your own good and marries you off? Will you still meekly accept it like this?”
    

    

    
      “Of course not!”
    

    

    
      “The earlier you rebel, the better. If you wait until it’s a matter of principle to fight back, there’ll be no room left for retreat. Just like children should be disciplined early, so should fathers.” Yan Qing stood up and said, “Besides, you’re already standing on invincible ground—because you know your father loves you.”
    

    

    
      He reached out and wrapped the Red Snake neck wrap around Shang Xinlei again. “Be careful here.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing said no more and resumed cracking the human-machine verification. He neither knew how nor was good at comforting people; he could only lay out what he had understood and analyzed. He had said all he needed to, and as for comforting words—he had none. If Shang Xinlei insisted on getting stuck in a dead end, there was nothing more he could do.
    

    

    
      “You speak with such high-sounding principles, so where’s the solution?” Shang Xinlei asked from behind, “What exactly should I do to make up for my mistake?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing responded casually, “All the problems you mentioned can be solved with personal strength. Just hurry up and become a Foundation Messenger.”
    

    

    
      This time, Shang Xinlei couldn’t hold back her sarcasm. “Do you think reaching Foundation is something easy? Do you even know how many Foundation Messengers exist in Great Liang? I shouldn’t have expected a decent solution from you…”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know how many Foundation Messengers there are in Great Liang,” Yan Qing glanced sideways at her, “but if you can’t even reach Foundation… then you’re not even qualified to catch a glimpse of my back in the future.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei really wanted to laugh at him out loud, but somehow, Yan Qing’s demeanor and tone at that moment overlapped with her memories of Jiang Ten. Although Jiang Ten was far more beautiful, more elegant, and more pleasing to the eye, both of them were equally firm and self-assured. That innate confidence didn’t seem put on—it was just how they were.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing returned to the Glazed Pedestal, warmed up with a few rounds of verification, then entered into the tense and thrilling human-machine verification phase.
    

    

    
      After several failures, a voice suddenly sounded from behind, “Didn’t you notice that if there are demons in the image, then the Turquoise Slab always asks you to click images containing ‘demons’?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t turn around or continue trying. After cycling through six more questions, he finally reached another demon-containing challenge. Without reading the prompt, he simply clicked on every image containing a demon. At last, within two seconds, he selected all the correct images. The Glazed Pedestal let out a hiss like a pressure release, and the glazed panel in the center dropped with a crash, allowing Yan Qing to reach in and retrieve the Grass Wristband Token inside.
    

    

    
      The Grass Wristband emitted a faint golden glow—it was clearly a Marvel-Class Token, though it was unclear what stage it belonged to. Yan Qing examined it briefly, then handed it to Shang Xinlei behind him. “See if this helps with your injury.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei took the Grass Wristband and asked, “Jiang Ten can identify tokens by sight—why can’t you?”
    

    

    
      “Everyone has their strengths.” Yan Qing shot her a glance. “Can it heal?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, the pain’s eased a lot.”
    

    

    
      “Then I won’t lend you Bingzi Pepper Forest. Hurry up and heal.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was a little surprised. “You even dare lend me Bingzi Pepper Forest?”
    

    

    
      “Or do you expect me to carry you up there later?” Yan Qing shot back. “If you don’t want anything from the Inner Treasury, you can come help me figure out the pattern in the Turquoise Slab.”
    

    

    
      “No, I have a goal I’ve long yearned for.” Shang Xinlei examined the items within the Glazed Pedestal. “I can’t guarantee becoming a Foundation Messenger, but a Third-Stage Messenger is just around the corner. A Third-Stage Messenger with a full set of tokens is enough to be a pillar of the Shang Family—and to be qualified to make demands of Father.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing curled the corner of his mouth and let out a soft chuckle.
    

    

    
      But then Shang Xinlei’s tone turned anxious. “However, if I speak my mind, Father might get angry and confine me... Yellow Dog, you’ll help me, right?”
    

    

    
      “How can I help you?” Yan Qing looked at her like she was an idiot. “You’re about to become a Third-Stage Messenger, and you live in a main city like Jiangnan City. How would Shang Xuanwen even confine you? Lock you in the dungeon? But even if you were in the dungeon, you could just teleport to the Thieves' House.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not living in the Thieves' House. It’s like a doghouse,” Shang Xinlei shook her head firmly. “And living in the Thieves' House means no one serves you. I’m the fourth young lady of the Shang Family—every aspect of my life is attended to by servants. If Father forbids them from going out with me, I really can’t leave the house!”
    

    

    
      You’re clearly spoiled and incapable of taking care of yourself—how do you still sound so proud of it?
    

    

    
      “Being confined isn’t that bad. I could still visit you in the Thieves' House. But I’m already of marrying age. What if Father marries me off?” Shang Xinlei sounded truly troubled.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean visit me in the Thieves' House—I don’t have time to entertain you,” Yan Qing was equally disdainful. “As for being married off... just run away. Unless it’s a Foundation Messenger hunting you down, could you really not escape?”
    

    

    
      “I already told you, I can’t give up the luxurious life of the Shang Family,” Shang Xinlei said seriously, without the slightest shame in her ‘wanting it all’ mindset. “It was you, Yellow Dog, who suggested I rebel against Father. You’d better help me.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not eloping with you,” Yan Qing refused immediately.
    

    

    
      “I wouldn’t go with you anyway. You look broke.” Shang Xinlei gave him a sideways glance. “What I need is for you to smash the wedding carriage’s axle on my wedding day. Make sure you reveal you have a Legendary Token so everyone knows that I’m so beautiful I’ve captivated a powerful Demon-Path Messenger. That way, I’m both the victim and too risky to marry—a flawless plan!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing summarized, “So you want me, as a Demon-Path Messenger, to cause a scene in Jiangnan City, reveal my Legendary Token, bear everyone’s hatred and get wanted—just so you can keep living in luxury under the Shang Family?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei thought for a moment, then nodded like a pecking chick.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was dumbfounded. “Jiang Ten never said you were such a shameless woman.”
    

    

    
      “Jiang Ten is a good girl. Of course I show her my good side. But with you, there’s no need to be polite.” Shang Xinlei crossed her arms and tilted her head. “If it were Jiang Ten, she’d definitely help me.”
    

    

    
        Yan Qing had no words to refute. According to Jiang Ten’s personality, she would indeed help. If he didn’t know Shang Xinlei, he might have joined in for the fun too. But since he did know her, he was rather reluctant. It was just like in elementary school, when a boy helped a girl—it always felt a bit subtly embarrassing.
    

    

    
      “If you won’t help, I can only turn to Xiaoyu and Miss Jie. But both of them have respectable identities. If we get exposed, it would be a huge disaster...” As she spoke, she glanced at Yan Qing, sighing repeatedly. Though she didn’t mention him directly, every word was a veiled hint at him.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing forced out a reply, “We’ll talk about it when the time comes.”
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll take that as a yes.” Shang Xinlei raised her eyebrows, her voice light, “That way, when I speak to Father, he’ll know that his well-behaved daughter was simply deceived and incited by a Demon-Path Messenger. She even intended to sabotage my marriage. No matter how furious he becomes, he won’t direct it at me.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was dumbfounded. So there was such a layer of planning behind it. She clearly knew that Shang Xuanwen could hear inner thoughts, and deliberately used this fact to shift blame through her thoughts. Regardless of whether Shang Xuanwen believed it or not, his attention would certainly be drawn toward the so-called Demon-Path Messenger who attempted to lure away his precious daughter... Whether Yan Qing would actually do such a thing didn’t matter; what mattered was that she had to secure Yan Qing’s commitment. Only then could she convince herself, and thus make Shang Xuanwen believe it too.
    

    

    
      In her heart, he was probably already a completely villainous image of a Demon-Path Messenger—one who would cackle evilly and appear to whisk her away during her wedding. If Shang Xuanwen dared object, she would casually slap him twice... Yan Qing couldn’t help but look forward to what Shang Xuanwen’s reaction would be upon hearing such thoughts.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei, you scoundrel—you’re really skilled at dealing with your own father!
    

    

    
      Everyone in the main world loves playing tactical games. I’d better just retreat back to the Thieves' House and keep gaming.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, you’ll be well rewarded,” Shang Xinlei said generously. “When I visit the Thieves' House to see you, I’ll bring along refreshments to share.”
    

    

    
      You think a few snacks can buy me off? Wait a minute—why are you acting like we’re close?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing responded with irritation, “We can stay for at most half an hour. Once the time is up, we have to regroup with Black Wolf and White Fox immediately, no matter what. If you want to loot the Secret Treasury, get to it.”
    

    

    
      At the mention of business, Shang Xinlei also became serious: “If they still haven’t found my father... I can use my identity as Shang Xinlei to try luring him over. In any case, we must prioritize completing our mission.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked.
    

    

    
      It seemed she wasn’t joking—she was truly prepared to raise the banner of rebellion. She didn’t even flinch at the thought of luring her father into a trap. Yan Qing began to reflect on whether he had gone too far. A daughter who once merely plotted to assassinate the emperor had now turned into a heartless figure who would sweep away her father like falling leaves.
    

    

    
      “I think they’ve probably already found Shang Xuanwen.”
    

    

    
      “You already learned about my father’s concealment skills through the Rat Monk, and you still trust them that much? Even if—just even if—they did find my father, he’s a Third-Stage Messenger.”
    

    

    
      “Last time when I seized Bingzi Pepper Forest from him, they were holding back their anger.” Yan Qing said, “You ran too fast during team splitting, but I saw their expressions clearly... they came prepared.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Furong Alley.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen ran through the streets with his injured body. The right half of his clothes had already been scorched black, and the right side of his face suffered severe burns. He ran into the alley alone, without any guards by his side.
    

    

    
      “I see him. He just stepped through the puddle twenty paces in. You were right, White Fox. He really took this small path home.”
    

    

    
      “No wonder he’s the Prime Minister of Great Liang. I was watching closely and still almost missed him... Good thing your scouting token detected his presence, Black Wolf.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen looked up and saw two uninvited guests standing on the rooftops lining the alley.
    

    

    
      To the left stood a person wearing a Black Wolf Mask, armored beneath dark night gear, crouched on the eaves with a long spear rested across the nape—fierce and aggressive. On the right stood someone in a White Fox Mask, left hand gripping the sword guard, standing calmly with a chill like moonlight.
    

    

    
      The moon hung high behind them, casting long shadows of the two.
    

    

    
      Faced with their blockade, Shang Xuanwen didn’t flee. Instead, he picked up speed and charged forward!
    

    

    
      “Correct choice.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen, like Black Wolf, kicked off the tiles with force and slammed down her long spear; Ying Ru Shi, as White Fox, stepped forward with elegance—her clear, resplendent sword light stunning the mortal world.
    

    

    
      Boom!  
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      Returning the time to a quarter of an hour ago, at the moment the explosion and fire suddenly broke out at the Shang Residence.
    

    

    
      Before this, Shang Xuanwen had already split the group once, dispatching the Golden Guards’ Commander Chen Zaiyuan to the Armory to fight the fire, while he himself led a group into the Imperial Palace to investigate the situation. Now that the Shang Residence was in trouble, after a brief hesitation, Shang Xuanwen chose to return to the residence first—besides him, the Prime Minister, many others would head to the Imperial Palace to defend it, but the Shang Residence had only him, its patriarch, to protect it.
    

    

    
      However, he did not take the shortest route back. If the first fire at the Armory was to cause chaos, and the second fire at the Imperial Palace was to assassinate the royal family, then the third fire at the Shang Residence could only be aimed at him. The enemy needed him to act rashly, needed him to grow angry, needed him to lose his composure—and that was precisely what he must not do.
    

    

    
      The fastest route back to the residence most likely had traps laid out. Rushing in recklessly would be stepping into a battlefield meticulously prepared by the enemy. So he must not be hasty. Instead, he had to be slow, be steady, walk the main roads, and let everyone know that the Prime Minister of Great Liang was returning home!
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen had always preferred to conceal his identity and manipulate others, but this did not mean he was a schemer lurking in the shadows. He was the State Minister of a nation—why should he be concerned with petty calculations and lowly scheming? Walking openly and righteously down the main avenue could crush all malevolent spirits and wicked beings.
    

    

    
      If the enemy dared to make a move on the main road, messengers from noble clans across the city would surely converge to help. The further the news of the Prime Minister’s patrol spread, the quicker the turmoil in the city would settle. When people were panicking from chaos, what they needed most was to hear authoritative information.
    

    

    
      But things in life rarely went as he wished, just like how children would not remain as innocent and pure as he had hoped. Just before reaching Jiangtai Avenue, Shang Xuanwen encountered the first wave of ambush that night.
    

    

    
      Violent and ferocious.
    

    

    
      Four flaming assailants suddenly burst out from the buildings on both sides of the street. Just as Shang Xuanwen thought it was another Firemen assault, he saw them hurl out scalding iron chains, heated until they glowed cherry red, each a full seven feet long!
    

    

    
      Four of the six Golden Guard warriors were instantly killed on the spot. These warriors were all First-Stage Messengers, but they were still sliced in half by the sickle-like chains, their flesh torn apart like straw.
    

    

    
      Though these warriors were Messengers, they had lived in the main city for far too long. The absolute safety of the city had completely dulled their sense of danger. So much so that on a night filled with peril, they hadn’t even activated their defensive tokens—just as sluggish as domesticated pigs.
    

    

    
      Relying too much on past experience could lead to unimaginable loss.
    

    

    
      But the attackers’ target was not the warriors. From beginning to end, their focus was on Shang Xuanwen. The warriors were merely ants trampled during their encirclement!
    

    

    
      Four attackers. Eight chains. Sweeping in from eight directions, sealing off all of Shang Xuanwen’s escape routes!
    

    
        Burners of Themselves!
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen’s heart sank. He realized the enemy truly intended to kill him this time.
    

    

    
      That might sound strange. Didn’t the assassins from the past few days also intend to kill him? But all assassinations came at a cost. Though those earlier assassins had been prepared, they were mostly ordinary men. And lives of ordinary people were expendable. Using them for assassinations was like fishing with luck—catching something was good, failing was expected.
    

    

    
      But the four ambushers now were all Messengers!
    

    

    
      The so-called Burners of Themselves were evolved versions of Firemen—Messengers who used self-immolation to gain the power to harm others. Since they had to self-immolate, these Messengers could not wear any protection and had to let the flames continue burning them, hence the name Burners of Themselves.
    

    

    
      The most renowned Burner of Themselves currently was none other than the Empress of the Northern Kingdom.
    

    

    
      Self-immolation was only the first step. If a Burner of Themselves only used fire to burn others, then they would be no different from ordinary Firemen. A true Burner of Themselves must possess a fire-related token. Only then could the residual flames of their dying bodies cause their token's fire to become vicious enough to bypass the main city's laws.
    

    

    
      These Burners of Themselves may not have fire tokens, but they had iron chains heated like branding irons. If Shang Xuanwen’s guess was correct, these chains were tokens, and they had the ability to heat up rapidly—because only the temperature of the Burners themselves could truly scorch human flesh.
    

    

    
      Burners of Themselves were unlikely to survive. Every moment, they endured unimaginable agony. And because of their robust vital energy and blood, and their strong life force, just like dry wood burns more fiercely than rotted wood, their flames burned hotter than those of ordinary people. Such Burners of Themselves, who were willing to die in sacrifice, were incredibly valuable to any faction. For four to appear at once could only mean one thing—
    

    

    
      To eliminate Shang Xuanwen, the enemy was willing to pay any price!
    

    

    
      But could paying any price really bring me down? Shang Xuanwen felt an eerie calm. He clearly heard the sonic booms from the eight chains’ swipes. In his ears, the trajectories of the eight chains were vividly clear, as though the chains themselves were speaking their intentions to him.
    

    

    
      The Soul-Seeking Bell had always been a reconnaissance token that captured the enemy’s attack paths through sound. Hearing inner voices was merely a bonus he had triggered by chance.
    

    

    
      In that instant, Shang Xuanwen calculated the best way to respond.
    

    

    
      He could slash away four of the chains with one sword strike. Two nearby warriors, who had activated their tokens, could block one more. As for the remaining three, his Heartguard Mirror of the Mountains with its Sevenfold Mirror could withstand them! The only problem was the Rat Monk who had followed behind—he had no defensive token. Shang Xuanwen regretted agreeing to let this Big Monk come along. Now, he could only find a way to protect him—
    

    

    
      Just then, Shang Xuanwen heard hurried footsteps from behind. It was the Rat Monk running. He thought the Rat Monk was afraid, thought he was seeking protection, thought he was coming to borrow a sword—he never imagined… the Rat Monk would throw his arms around his neck from behind.
    

    

    
      The action didn’t harm him, but it completely sealed his fate. Off-balance, he could no longer deflect the chains. And the chains would soon crash down like hammers striking steel, utterly smashing the sevenfold defense of the Heartguard Mirror—followed by his own flesh and blood.
    

    

    
       Shang Xuanwen was suddenly struck by a realization. The route from the Imperial Palace back to the Shang Residence had been a decision he made on the spot—and it wasn’t even the shortest route. Logically, no one could have predicted his path accurately. The only explanation was... there was a traitor by his side.
    

    

    
      And in these past days, who had stayed closest to him, who knew him best, who had been acting alongside him every moment—who else could it be?
    

    

    
      How laughable. He had lived his whole life cautiously. No one had ever truly gained his trust. No one had ever stayed at his side for long. And yet, he still couldn’t escape betrayal... perhaps even death, because of it.
    

    

    
      He had placed too much trust in past experience, too much in his own judgment—and thus suffered the most brutal betrayal. Those skilled in swimming drown, those skilled in riding fall. Wasn’t this the meaning of that saying?
    

    

    
      In this world, who could he still trust?
    

    

    
      "What the—"
    

    

    
      "Out of the way!"
    

    

    
      Agitated shouts rang out all around.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen’s eyes widened as he saw one of the warriors in front of him suddenly pull out two chains from inside his robes. As he drew them out, the chains scraped violently against his armor. The armor had likely been smeared with black oil, causing him to catch fire instantly. The chains turned scorching cherry red. He lashed sideways, killing a fellow warrior in one strike. But when he turned his head to search for Shang Xuanwen, he discovered he had already been dragged away by the Rat Monk.
    

    

    
      So it wasn’t four Burners of Themselves—it was five!
    

    

    
      Yet even with this revelation, the situation did not improve in the slightest. Ten scalding chains came down from every direction—above, below, left, right—encircling them entirely. All that awaited them appeared to be a bloody end.
    

    

    
      "Big Monk, you—" Shang Xuanwen wanted the Rat Monk to let go of him. Even in a situation of certain death, he wanted to fight for a slim chance of survival.
    

    

    
      However, the Rat Monk suddenly stopped in his tracks. His left arm still held Shang Xuanwen’s neck, his right hand gripped his own collar, and his torso leaned back slightly—his body taut like a drawn bow. Shang Xuanwen’s pupils contracted. He struggled violently, but the Rat Monk’s vital energy and blood were shockingly strong for a commoner... or rather, Shang Xuanwen’s own vitality was too weak. As a member of the Shang family’s scholarly lineage, he had trained primarily in soul cultivation, not in vital energy and blood. Coupled with years of governing and lack of physical training, his vitality had long since declined—he couldn’t even break free immediately.
    

    

    
      And so, the Rat Monk was able to throw him with a single hand.
    

    

    
      In his entire life, this was the first time Shang Xuanwen had been tossed like a sack. In midair, he couldn’t see behind him, but his ears caught everything clearly. He heard the chains immediately shift direction, attempting to strike at him mid-flight. Yet weapons that relied on momentum like chains were not so easily redirected. Apart from two or three that successfully struck him, the rest still hit their original target...
    

    

    
      That monk who wasn’t even a Messenger.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen had never imagined the sound of chains landing on flesh could be so loud, so shrill, so heart-wrenchingly painful. He tumbled to the ground, and the first thing he did upon raising his head was look back down the narrow path—but all he saw were Burners of Themselves charging out from within.
    

    

    
      And a body, trampled beyond recognition into a mass of mangled flesh.
    

    

    
      In that instant, Shang Xuanwen heard nothing. Only the sound of his own heartbeat, nearly halted. It was as if the vilest, most despicable serpent in the world had bitten into his heart, slithered up his spine, and polluted every bone, every drop of blood, into a stinking mire of black filth.
    

    

    
      He had looked down upon the world for so many years, believing all people to be hypocrites who preached righteousness while hiding filth in their hearts. In the end, he wasn’t even as good as those hypocrites... just a deluded fool full of self-importance.
    

    

    
      Presumptuously trusting, presumptuously doubting. He felt no anger, no shame—only a boundless revulsion. Once, he had loathed himself for hearing Yue’er’s inner voice. Now, he loathed himself for hearing his own.
    

    

    
      Perhaps the one who had always been ugly wasn’t others—it was himself.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen rose to his feet, eyes bloodshot, the agony in his heart tearing his sanity apart. All he could see now was that ruined body lying in the distance. Instead of running, he began walking toward the Burners of Themselves!
    

    

    
      The Burners were thrilled at the sight, charging forward with pained roars:
    

    

    
      "Don’t let him get away!"
    

    

    
      "Shang Old Traitor, the vengeful spirits of Zhenze are here to take your life!"
    

    

    
      "Tonight is your grave!"
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen was not surprised. He had led campaigns against the Taohu Rebel many times—the hatred between them was endless. He had encountered countless acts of vengeance like this before. He had never regretted his actions. Their positions were opposed—court and traitors—only one side could live. He used to believe vengeance was the most foolish pursuit, that survival was all that mattered. But when it came to his turn, he was no wiser than anyone else.
    

    

    
      Perhaps only tonight did he truly understand what hatred meant.
    

    

    
      "What—?" One of the Burners at the rear stumbled, looking down to find his foot had been grabbed.
    

    

    
      By that body—bloodied and tattered, lashed by the chains, looking like a pile of rotting mud.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen’s pupils dilated at the sight. He wanted to scream something, but his throat was mute, no sound came out—because he saw the Rat Monk looking at him.
    

    

    
      Those eyes held no pain, no fear, no resentment. Even in the dark night, they were clear and bright. Shang Xuanwen had always been willing to speak with him for a reason—anyone who saw those eyes would feel compelled to pour out their troubles... He was born to be a good monk.
    

    

    
      Why go this far? In just a few days, you could’ve reported to the Secret Realm Garrison and begun a new life. Whether as a Messenger or as a monk, it would’ve been better than throwing your life away here... I haven’t even lent you the Heaven-Reliant Sword.
    

    

    
      At this point, no words were needed. The opportunity bought with his life—Shang Xuanwen had no right to waste it.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen turned and sprinted, ignoring the curses and lashes of the Burners of Themselves. He had no intention of looking back. Near Jiangtai Avenue, there were Messenger residences. But seeing the Burners, they all retreated indoors immediately. Facing a group of Messengers willing to self-immolate in martyrdom, the best strategy was to quietly wait for them to burn out.
    

    

    
      They were fragile as moths. But if Shang Xuanwen dared to turn back and stab, ten chains would instantly bind him, and the Burner struck would cling to him like a moth to flame. They feared not death—they only sought a chance to burn themselves completely.
    

    

    
      If Shang Xuanwen turned back to fight, he could certainly kill two or three Burners—but the cost would be too great to bear.
    

    

    
      When Shang Xuanwen finally escaped from the Burners, his Heartguard Mirror had already shattered once. He no longer walked the main roads, fearing discovery by other assassins. Instead, he took familiar alleys, restoring his strength with Spirit Jade as he moved.
    

    

    
      Then, he encountered two beauties under the moon.
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      Rotten Persimmon Tangerine Alley — this was not an official name, but all the nearby residents referred to the small alley this way. The origin of the name was already lost to time, likely because many sour persimmons and tangerines once fell and rotted along this path. Since it wasn’t an official road, naturally there were no Eternal Lamps transplanted from a Secret Realm by a Messenger, nor did any night watchman pass through. Even when strange noises emerged from Rotten Persimmon Tangerine Alley, the residents nearby merely assumed it was stray dogs fighting, never imagining this place would become the eye of the storm in Jiangnan.
    

    

    
      Even the three people inside failed to realize — that this secluded alley was currently hosting the Prime Minister of Great Liang, the County Lord of Great Qi, and the Director of Great Zhou. In this unknown corner, on this unremarkable night, they tore off their masks of etiquette, and the only form of communication was pure violence!
    

    

    
      At the moment of clashing, Shang Xuanwen immediately sensed something was wrong. Clearly, their flesh and blood weren’t ignited, their weapons weren’t heated, and they bore none of the characteristics of those who burned themselves—yet their attacks could still pierce through the defense of his Heartguard Mirror. Adding the Black Wolf Mask and White Fox Mask that perfectly matched the ones on the Wanted Poster...
    

    

    
      He had initially assumed the two were part of the second wave of ambushers from the Taohu Rebels, but now it seemed they were another cruel joke played by fate.
    

    

    
      Two distinct forces, attacking him simultaneously tonight.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen believed they were not in collusion. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to escape the alley earlier. Most likely, one of the parties acted on impulse, using the chaos in Jiangnan to execute their own plot. But this conclusion was even harder to accept than if they had colluded — an utterly helpless coincidence had driven him into a dead end.
    

    

    
      "Thieves' House." Amid the flash of blades and clash of swords, Shang Xuanwen asked coldly, "What do you want to steal from me?"
    

    

    
      Yet the only response he received was Medicine Master Wen’s sneer and Ying Ru Shi’s silence. Shang Xuanwen’s heart sank — the opponents knew him very well, even aware that he could glean thoughts through conversation. Hence, the moment the battle began, they ceased all verbal communication to avoid revealing their tactics to him.
    

    

    
      From the ambush at this alley, to the caution displayed during combat, every detail proved they came prepared. Just as he spied on others from the shadows, there were also those who had been watching him all along. He wasn’t the only chessmaster in this game.
    

    

    
      Their refusal to negotiate meant only one thing — they wanted to kill and plunder. Either they believed Shang Xuanwen would never willingly surrender what they sought, or… his life itself was among their objectives.
    

    

    
      He guessed right.
    

    

    
      After splitting into teams, Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi had reached a consensus: Shang Xuanwen must die. Completing the mission was one reason, but more importantly, the Prime Minister of Great Liang posed too great a threat to Great Zhou and Great Qi.
    

    

    
      Thirteen years into his administration, Shang Xuanwen had enforced clear governance, opened the channels for public discourse, suppressed powerful clans, and promoted policies benefiting the people. Though the Three Nations of the Central Plains had all moved past their early prosperous eras — Great Zhou had grown increasingly unstable due to Mo Ke's purging of dissidents, and Great Qi was plunging downward under Empress Ying Le’s misrule — only Great Liang, under Shang Xuanwen’s leadership, remained barely afloat. Of course, this was merely the view of Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi. Within the Court of Liang, the official stance was "flourishing" and "a rightful resurgence."
    

    

    
      As the others descended, Liang’s slow decline stood out glaringly.
    

    

    
      One viewed Great Zhou as her personal domain. The other was fiercely loyal to Great Qi. Thus, upon learning that tonight’s theft target was Shang Xuanwen’s Heaven-Reliant Sword, Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi secretly plotted to assassinate the Prime Minister of Great Liang. However, with Shang Xinlei formulating the plan and Yan Qing offering an internal operative, they had to conceal their intentions and prioritize the mission.
    

    

    
      Tonight had been riddled with surprises. While the chance of an easy success had slipped away, the chaos gave them a legitimate excuse to satisfy their private desires. When Ying Ru Shi tossed out the bait, “Kill Shang Xuanwen first to stop him from escaping,” Medicine Master Wen immediately bit, “Exactly.”
    

    

    
      These two women, who couldn’t stand each other, became perfectly in sync tonight.
    

    

    
      As the fight dragged on, their coordination grew increasingly refined, showing no sign of a first-time partnership. This was, of course, due to their innate martial prowess, but more so because they were intimately familiar with each other’s techniques — Medicine Master Wen wielded Great Zhou's “Basic Spearmanship,” while Ying Ru Shi used Great Qi’s “Single-Handed Swordsmanship.” Both were evolved from foundational martial techniques, widely practiced among their respective nation's soldiers. Naturally, they could instantly recognize one another’s combat patterns.
    

    

    
      Popular didn’t mean low quality. On the contrary, in order to raise soldiers’ combat power and enable them to conquer Secret Realms, all nations had honed these practical techniques into masterpieces. To aid even the illiterate, these techniques bore simple names—either describing their battlefield context or the number of hands involved.
    

    

    
      Yet such plain techniques, in the hands of Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi, became deadly killing moves. The spear struck like thunder, the sword swift as the wind.
    

    

    
      They were, after all, among the most outstanding talents of their time. Now two against one, they held every advantage. As time passed, their Vital Energy and Blood did not diminish; instead, they grew more valiant, unleashing their full martial capabilities.
    

    

    
      Still, there was no trace of smugness in their hearts—only grave focus.
    

    

    
      Though Shang Xuanwen was being suppressed, the defense of his Heartguard Mirror remained unbroken. He even absorbed Spirit Jade mid-fight. His defense was airtight. Despite being outnumbered, he still found moments to counterattack, frequently disrupting the trajectory of their weapons. Even in unavoidable situations, he used his swordplay to minimize damage.
    

    

    
      It was clear that when Shang Xuanwen entered the alley, his condition was already poor. He had no guards, not even the Bald Monk whom Yan Qing mentioned as the internal contact. Evidently, Shang Xuanwen had suffered an earlier mishap before arriving here. He displayed no use of powerful Tokens during the fight — though that wasn’t surprising. Messengers who weren’t stationed on the frontlines of Secret Realms typically reserved powerful Tokens for their successors. What’s more, Shang Xuanwen resided in the secure main city of Jiangnan; his Token loadout was likely the bare minimum.
    

    

    
      Yet even in such a weakened state, the Prime Minister of Great Liang remained hard to defeat. Had he been in peak condition with a full set of Tokens, they would’ve been forced to flee in panic.
    

    

    
      Previously, Ying Ru Shi had even felt fortunate that the Bald Monk wasn’t present. Without him, she wouldn’t need to worry about him seizing the Heaven-Reliant Sword and calling for retreat. She’d have no excuse to forcefully kill Shang Xuanwen otherwise.
    

    

    
      But by now, she was beginning to worry whether they could even complete the theft. If her long-held killing move still couldn’t break Shang Xuanwen’s defense, then everything would be for naught.
    

    

    
      The longer the delay, the higher the chance that reinforcements from Great Liang would arrive.
    

    

    
      However, they weren’t the only ones growing uneasy. Shang Xuanwen himself was far less calm than he appeared.
    

    

    
      Fighting ordinary people and fighting those who burn themselves were two entirely different concepts. Burners abandoned all defense, willing to die with their enemies. Even with Shang Xuanwen’s prowess, his only strategy was avoidance. But against normal opponents who dodged, defended, and used weapons — this was his domain. His art of manipulating others shone not only in court but was also his secret weapon in battle.
    

    

    
      His third job as a Trickery Messenger was a rare Marvel-Class Profession. Its core trait, “Disrupt Weapons,” allowed him to effortlessly divert opponents’ weapon flows during combat. Paired with the adhesive sword technique from Nanyue, he could counter virtually all unawakened weapon-users, easily fighting multiple enemies. Whether against demons or Messengers, he could turn foes against one another.
    

    

    
      The Taohu Rebels knew this well. Their assassinations relied on area damage or exotic weapons, never giving Shang Xuanwen any chance to display his swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      Yet against these two unfamiliar thieves, his vaunted weapon disruption strategy was barely effective.
    

    

    
      He had repeatedly used adhesive swordplay, but they managed to withdraw or evade just in time, even leveraging the momentum to launch unexpected follow-ups. Shang Xuanwen had seen such opponents before — people who had never used Martial Technique Manuals yet grasped foundational, advanced, and even secret techniques on their own. Their skill far exceeded their peers, able to improvise and innovate mid-battle, wielding weapons as natural extensions of their bodies.
    

    

    
      Even among Third-Stage Messengers, few reached such a realm. It required real talent and intellect. Such people could quickly reach the peak of the third stage, even forcibly build their foundation without Foundation Pills. Unlike most Third-Stage Messengers who wasted half their lives—once lacking a Foundation Pill, they could never reach the Fourth-Stage or higher.
    

    

    
      Even when the Divine Marquis Estate Proclamation echoed across the land, Shang Xuanwen hadn’t paid much attention to the Thieves' House. After all, no one had truly controlled it in years. But seeing the two geniuses before him, Shang Xuanwen realized he needed to reassess the power of the Thieves' House.
    

    

    
      If he survived tonight.
    

    

    
      The sword thief, White Fox, had used only her right hand and the Brave General Sword to fight him from start to finish. Her left hand still gripped the hilt of her off-hand sword. The murderous aura it emitted made Shang Xuanwen’s eyes sting—it was clearly hiding a world-shattering killing move.
    

    

    
      The spear thief, Black Wolf, had shown no defense throughout the battle, taking all of Shang Xuanwen’s attacks. Yet her momentum only grew more intense, like a volcano on the verge of eruption. When she burst forth, it would be even more fearsome than heaven’s thunder or earth’s fire.
    

    

    
      Just as the battle reached a fever pitch, tension thickening by the second, a whistle suddenly sounded in the distance. It could’ve been from a military officer, a constable, or even a mischievous child unable to sleep. But regardless of its origin, this whistle became the war horn for their assault.
    

    

    
      "White Fox!"
    

    

    
      "Mm."
    

    

    
      There was no need to worry about Shang Xuanwen hearing their tactics — their intentions were now as clear as the moon!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen raised her spear high overhead and spun it, feet planted firmly on the ground, abandoning all defense. Shang Xuanwen felt the air currents pulling him toward her—Medicine Master Wen had become the vortex center, capturing any who tried to escape!
    

    

    
      Secret Technique: Spinning Lamp!
    

    

    
      A long-weapon charging technique. With each rotation, the next attack from the Messenger (including those from Tokens) would be significantly enhanced. The spinning also created vortex currents, pulling all nearby targets inward!
    

    

    
      Logically, this was the perfect time to strike a Messenger casting Spinning Lamp. But Medicine Master Wen clearly had a Token that grew stronger with damage taken. Shang Xuanwen would never grant her that advantage. He swiftly retreated to escape the vortex, forcing her to abandon her charge!
    

    

    
      As he wished, Medicine Master Wen gave up the charge. Just as Shang Xuanwen was about to exit her range—yet still within optimal spear distance—she let out a fierce roar like a wolf’s howl or a tiger’s bellow, frightening children across the block into tears. The spear left only an afterimage in the air, her entire essence poured into this one strike, a desperate all-in gamble!
    

    

    
      She could disrupt it.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen remained unafraid. He judged accurately — though this move carried Third-Stage-level power, his Disrupt Weapons and adhesive sword techniques could redirect the spear. Even if he couldn’t aim it at White Fox, he could still bring it down to the ground. His only worry now was the unseen secret blade hidden by White Fox...
    

    

    
      Wrong!
    

    

    
      At the very moment the spear neared him, just as Shang Xuanwen began to swing his sword, Medicine Master Wen froze entirely—as if someone had halted time around her. Beneath the Black Wolf Mask, her face curled into a victorious grin. Then she moved again, stepped forward, twisted her spear, and swept the butt at Shang Xuanwen—it was a Dragon Tail Sweep.
    

    

    
      And it was faster. Stronger.
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      Shang Xuanwen felt as if he had fallen into an ice cellar.
    

    

    
      He recognized it—this was the Secret Technique: Circulation.
    

    

    
      Circulation allowed the Messenger to forcibly cancel all currently launched attacks. However, like an arrow released without a target, the sudden halt would cause the Messenger to suffer the full brunt of their own attack. A Messenger proficient in Circulation could cleverly redirect the resulting recoil, launching a sudden strike from another direction. Still, regardless of the method, the Messenger would be injured, and the ‘derivative attack’ would inevitably be weaker than the ‘original attack’.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen had used Circulation to forcibly alter the direction of her attack. But due to the presence of the Ming Wang Armor, the damage she would have taken from Circulation was fully transferred into her next strike. First, she had amplified her attack through the Spinning Lamp, then she doubled that through the linkage of Circulation and the Ming Wang Armor, and finally tricked Shang Xuanwen into acting first—now it was too late for him to change tactics and defend!
    

    

    
      But Shang Xuanwen’s horror didn’t end there… To wield two Secret Techniques meant she had likely undergone the Third Job Change. From the start, Medicine Master Wen had concealed her strength, even intentionally suppressing her Vital Energy and Blood—only now did she bare her fangs!
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The shaft of the Refined Steel Spear was forged from steel exclusive to the Secret Realm—immensely sturdy and solid—yet it snapped under Medicine Master Wen’s full-force strike!
    

    

    
      Of the sevenfold mirror surfaces that manifested over Shang Xuanwen’s body, five shattered in an instant. He didn’t resist the terrifying impact, instead choosing to go with the force and be flung backward. During his flight, the surface of the Heartguard Mirror visibly began to regenerate—he was stalling for time to restore the mirror’s protection.
    

    

    
      But Ying Ru Shi wouldn’t let him escape. If she wasted the opportunity Medicine Master Wen had painstakingly created, she’d probably be hunted all the way from Chang'an to Buye Tian.
    

    

    
      When Medicine Master Wen had activated the Spinning Lamp, Ying Ru Shi had already released the Brave General Sword and slowly drawn the longsword at her waist. Two characters were inscribed on the blade—Hidden Vault.
    

    

    
      Indeed, Ying Ru Shi’s hidden killing move was one of the exclusive Tokens of the Jie Family—Hidden Blade of the Return Vault. It might have been sold by the Jie Family, or perhaps seized from a Jie disciple; either way, this sword was stored in the Qi Kingdom’s treasury, and when Ying Ru Shi learned of the chance to assassinate Shang Xuanwen, she exchanged for it.
    

    

    
      The authority of the Hidden Blade of the Return Vault lay in its draw ritual—the more elaborate and prolonged the process, the more terrifying the resulting damage. Jie Yuanshao could raise its power to thirteen-and-a-half-fold by taking two breaths to draw it. So how long had Ying Ru Shi prepared?
    

    

    
      Three days—a total of forty hours.
    

    

    
      Though she merely carried it through meals and baths, such a prolonged draw period had enhanced the sword’s lethality ninefold. Moreover, Ying Ru Shi had chosen the Hidden Blade of the Return Vault precisely because it resonated with her mastered Secret Technique.
    

    

    
      The moment the sword tip left its sheath, just as Shang Xuanwen was blasted away by Medicine Master Wen, Ying Ru Shi swung her sword. Though she stood three or four paces from Shang Xuanwen, she didn’t take a single step forward, instead slashing from afar—a radiant blade light, captivating and deadly.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t a blade she wielded, but a moon—casting a merciless slash through gentle moonlight.
    

    

    
      Secret Technique: Sword-Drawing Technique.
    

    

    
      Any bladed weapon could trigger it.
    

    

    
      When a sword remained sheathed for five seconds, it could be activated, consuming 10 points plus 15% of maximum health, boosting the draw strike to 1.5 times its normal damage. If the theoretical damage was below 300, it would be raised to 300; if it exceeded 300, for every additional 100 points, the sword light would extend by 1 meter, up to a maximum of 10 meters.
    

    

    
      The Hidden Blade of the Return Vault, prepared over three days and further empowered by the Sword-Drawing Technique—this strike from Ying Ru Shi, like Medicine Master Wen’s double-enhanced Dragon Tail Sweep, approached the limits of a Third-Stage Messenger!
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen recognized it too. Yet he still fought for a sliver of life—perhaps due to his pride as Prime Minister of Great Liang, or the final gaze of the Rat Monk. Midair and unbalanced, he still forced himself to use the Secret Technique: Adhesive Sword. His Wave-Splitting Sword, though merely a Third-Stage Rare Token, bore the trait of slicing through all Spirit Energy—it could strike even Ying Ru Shi’s sword light.
    

    

    
      The sword light deflected slightly at the edge—but still struck his body, completely shattering the final mirror layer of the Heartguard Mirror. The residual force cut into his left abdomen, severed his belt, and the Heaven-Reliant Sword flew out.
    

    

    
      He crashed to the ground. Without the Heartguard Mirror’s defense, without protection from the Main City, Shang Xuanwen realized—falling hurt. Wounds chilled his whole body, as if his strength was fleeing with his blood… So many years removed from life-and-death combat.
    

    

    
      Footsteps of thieves echoed like death’s urging, but Shang Xuanwen did not give up. He gripped the Wave-Splitting Sword tightly. If he couldn’t protect the Shang Family Head’s life, then he’d at least uphold the dignity of the Prime Minister of Great Liang. At death’s door, Shang Xuanwen finally admitted—he regretted it.
    

    

    
      Lingxian, Yunrong, Xiaoxiao… I was not a good husband.
    

    

    
      Yue’er, Qia’er, Tian’er, Xin Hao, Xinlei, Xinyao… I was not a good father.
    

    

    
      Su Pei… You’ve suffered all these years.
    

    

    
      And Rat Monk… You saved me countless times. I never repaid you—not once. Always thinking to suppress you first, then grant you a future. In the end, I couldn’t even honor your sacrifice. I only died slightly later than you—and without your pain.
    

    

    
      Prime Minister of Great Liang, Shang Family Head—I once thought myself so mighty, dictating all from that seat. But now, in the end, I see—I’m nothing more than a regret-filled, ordinary man.
    

    

    
      In a daze, he vaguely heard a tiger’s roar.
    

    

    
      How absurd. There were no tigers in Jiangnan City.
    

    

    
      “Awoo!——”
    

    

    
      “What!?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen’s eyes flew open, just in time to see a tiger-girl leaping from a wall, crashing into Medicine Master Wen and knocking her aside. As Ying Ru Shi thrust her sword at Shang Xuanwen, the latter forced his battered body to stand, covering his wound and weakly swinging Adhesive Sword—barely deflecting the Brave General Sword.
    

    

    
      “Found him! Over here!” the tiger-girl shouted. Someone in the distance responded, their voices joining the search.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen, shocked and furious, could never have expected the duck she had in the pot to fly away. She charged with killing intent, demanding, “Who are you!”
    

    

    
      “Listen closely! I’m Qian Gongyu of the Baiyun Qian Clan—waaah!” Upon clashing, Qian Gongyu was immediately knocked flying. Her Defensive Token shattered—she couldn’t even withstand a single strike. Panic and fear filled her voice, her earlier bravado utterly vanished: “So strong!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen, struggling against Ying Ru Shi, called out immediately, “Don’t fight them head-on—stall for time until the others arrive!”
    

    

    
      “Mhm mhm mhm—no head-on fighting, no head-on fighting… aaaaah!”
    

    

    
      Though Qian Gongyu was chased around by Medicine Master Wen, she still mustered the courage to delay her. In terms of strength, Medicine Master Wen far outclassed her. But with her weapon reduced to a broken spear, and Qian Gongyu’s tiger form so agile—Medicine Master Wen had never actually killed a tiger before, and found herself unexpectedly entangled.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen stole a glance and saw that Qian Gongyu barely dodged the spear with each attack—always by a hair’s breadth. Though he knew it wasn’t the time, he couldn’t help but ask amid battle, “Why did you come to save me?”
    

    

    
      “Eh? Me?”
    

    

    
      Perched under the eaves, the tiger-girl blinked, as if Shang Xuanwen had asked something very strange.
    

    

    
      “Because you’re Xinlei’s father.”
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      “Lord Xuanwen is over there! It seems there’s an assassin ambush!”
    

    

    
      “What vile scoundrel dares to plot against the Prime Minister of Great Liang? Surrender at once!”
    

    

    
      “Father, Qiao’er is here!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen let out a sigh. She suddenly rolled forward, picked up the Heaven-Reliant Sword dropped by Shang Xuanwen, and glanced sideways at Ying Ru Shi, who was still pursuing him. “White Fox.”
    

    

    
      However, Ying Ru Shi ignored Medicine Master Wen’s call, continuing her relentless advance. With both swords drawn—the Brave General Sword and the Hidden Blade of the Return Vault—she targeted Shang Xuanwen’s vital points, seeking the moment to strike a fatal blow.
    

    

    
      Though both wished to assassinate Shang Xuanwen, their interests did not align. In today’s Central Plains, the Zhou Kingdom held strategic terrain, the Liang Kingdom commanded the vast fertile Jiangnan plains, and the Qi Kingdom boasted the most Secret Realms and the strongest national power. Thus, despite ongoing conflict and shifting tides, the three nations adhered to the underlying pattern of “Zhou and Liang resisting Qi.”
    

    

    
      To Medicine Master Wen, killing Shang Xuanwen meant gaining a weaker, more manageable ally. Success was favorable, but failure held little regret—neither the gains nor losses were significant. For Ying Ru Shi, however, success would eliminate a major threat to Qi, plunging the rival court into power struggles—a windfall too tempting to forgo.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s broken spear swept out casually. Even though Qian Gongyu crossed her arms just in time to defend, she was no match for the overwhelming strength of a Third-Stage Messenger. She was slammed into a wall, shattering half of it and raising a cloud of dust several meters high.
    

    

    
      “White Fox!” Medicine Master Wen shouted sternly. This was her final warning.
    

    

    
      Beneath the White Fox Mask, Ying Ru Shi clenched her Silver Teeth so tightly they nearly cracked. She watched helplessly as Shang Xuanwen endured the vulnerable window when his defense had faltered and re-formed the Sevenfold Mirror. Though reluctant and bitter, she knew they had to retreat. They could no longer kill him before reinforcements arrived. A moment longer, and they’d be surrounded.
    

    

    
      But seeing Shang Xuanwen gravely wounded, his face pale yet still gripping his long sword with no joy or sorrow, Ying Ru Shi felt at peace. They had no excuse this time. In terms of timing, they struck at dawn with surprise. Geographically, they had lain in ambush. As for manpower, Shang Xuanwen was in poor shape before even stepping into the trap, with no guards by his side—yet the Prime Minister of Great Liang still had to face two enemies alone in Jiangnan City.
    

    

    
      They had seized every advantage in timing, terrain, and manpower, yet still failed to bring down one ailing, retired Third-Stage. This could only prove one thing: they weren’t strong enough to kill this man.
    

    

    
      If they couldn’t win, they just couldn’t win. If not for heaven’s favor granting them the ideal conditions to exploit, they wouldn’t have pushed Shang Xuanwen into this predicament at all. So what was there to regret? This world was no game where effort always bore fruit.
    

    

    
      Watching the two thieves leap onto a rooftop and vanish from sight, Shang Xuanwen still didn’t relax. He walked slowly toward the collapsed wall. “Head of the Qian Family, how are you?”
    

    

    
      “I’m fine!” Qian Gongyu pushed aside debris and flipped up like a carp, her round face and dusty figure resembling a dirty little tiger cub. Standing beside Shang Xuanwen, she muttered, “Head of the Qian Family… hehehe…”
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen didn’t know why she was laughing. It was rare. He could usually hear the hidden thoughts in others’ words, but Qian Gongyu’s laughter held no secrets—just pure self-satisfaction. It sounded foolish, but he wasn’t surprised. He had trouble understanding today’s youth as it was, let alone girls the same age as his daughter.
    

    

    
      “Lord Xuanwen! Forgive this late rescue!”
    

    

    
      “Father, Healing Pill!”
    

    

    
      “Quick, find Physician Yu at the Medical Bureau!”
    

    

    
      Rotten Persimmon Tangerine Alley was suddenly flooded with people like never before. Dozens of military Messengers, lanterns in hand, crammed the small street. Some ran ahead in pursuit of the assassins; others ran out to fetch physicians. Everyone revolved around Shang Xuanwen. He consumed three Healing Pills in succession, feeling a slight ease in his pain and a cool sensation fill his body.
    

    

    
      “Father, eldest brother already left for the garrison this afternoon. Should I send someone to inform him?”
    

    

    
      “No…” Shang Xuanwen instinctively wanted to refuse but reconsidered. “Wait until tomorrow after the reports are compiled. Write him a letter about what happened tonight. How’s the household?”
    

    

    
      “All right. Just one wall collapsed, burned some trees. No injuries,” Shang Qiao leaned close and whispered, “The palace is on lockdown. It seems an assassin infiltrated.”
    

    

    
      “Not necessarily an assassin. Might be a thief,” Shang Xuanwen said calmly. “Thieves from the Thieves' House.”
    

    

    
      “Thieves' House!?” Shang Qiao reflexively repeated, visibly shocked. Shang Xuanwen cast a puzzled look at him, but Shang Qiao fell silent, his eyes shifting slightly.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen recognized that look well. Great Liang’s bureaucracy was full of officials who masked their emotions. They had heard the rumors of the Prime Minister reading minds. Whenever he posed unprepared questions, they would pause, feigning contemplation while actually fabricating a self-serving narrative—a web of truthful lies.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen was adept at hunting such bureaucrats. He could extract key ‘hidden’ facts embedded in their truths, cornering them until they had no choice but to hand over incriminating details. From the central court to local governments, he could implement his policies unimpeded because no one dared cross or deceive him.
    

    

    
      This wasn’t the first time Shang Qiao tried to conceal something. Shang Xuanwen was long used to it. Soon his son would present a plausible explanation, and he would nod and let it go… Yet tonight, he suddenly didn’t feel like maintaining this bureaucratic ritual. He reached out and patted Shang Qiao’s shoulder. “If you don’t want to say it, don’t. You’ve worked hard tonight.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?” Shang Qiao was startled. Rather than relief, his father’s words made him suspicious: could Father already know about Xinlei? What now? Did Xinlei really bring people to kill Father?
    

    

    
      Funny how the only two people in the world who knew Shang Xinlei was a thief both simultaneously suspected she was out to kill her father.
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen suddenly looked around and saw that Qian Gongyu had somehow been squeezed out by the soldiers. She was hopping and waving at the outskirts, clearly trying to get his attention without calling out. He beckoned the tiger-faced girl over. “Head of the Qian Family.”
    

    

    
      “Head of the Qian Family?”
    

    

    
      “Why does she have a tiger face?”
    

    

    
      “Head of the Qian Family? I heard she’s not really…”
    

    

    
      “This’ll be the Qian Family’s big break…”
    

    

    
      “Hmph, just lucky.”
    

    

    
      Whispers of envy swirled. Many begrudged the girl who caught the Prime Minister’s eye. Qian Gongyu relished such amazed, envious stares. She slowed her pace deliberately, savoring the attention before stepping forward. Shang Xuanwen handed her a Healing Pill. “Treat your injuries.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not hurt, just sore.” Qian Gongyu took the pill but didn’t consume it, instead stuffing it into her pouch. Then she blurted urgently, “Uncle, Xinlei is missing! You must send someone to look for her!”
    

    

    
      “Xinlei’s missing?” Shang Xuanwen froze, then turned to Shang Qiao and asked, confused, “Where could she have gone this late?”
    

    

    
      Thanks to Alliance Leader ‘Six Paths Cangxuan.’
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      Even with his deep scheming nature, Shang Qiao could no longer maintain his expression at this moment.
    

    

    
      His face turned beet red as he finally forced out a sentence: “Xinlei is fine. Tonight... she has an appointment.”
    

    

    
      “But it’s so chaotic outside, she could be in danger!” Qian Gongyu exclaimed anxiously. “When I heard about the explosion at the Shang Family, I immediately went to find her, but her room was completely empty. Then I saw them heading out to look for you, so I thought Xinlei was coming to find you too, Uncle... You didn’t see Xinlei?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen didn’t answer. Instead, he asked, “Head of the Qian Family, you are still under confinement, aren’t you? Escaping your place of confinement without permission—do you realize that’s an additional crime?”
    

    

    
      “Ah?” Qian Gongyu blinked and scratched her round beast ears. “Now that you mention it... it does seem like that... But I was just trying to find Xinlei! She’s your daughter, Uncle, you’ll definitely help me, right? Besides, I just saved you, Uncle! You’re not going to be that stingy, are you?”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she patted Shang Xuanwen on the shoulder with a street-savvy grin that said ‘give me some face.’ But perhaps due to her tiger mask, her smile still carried that pure, sacred innocence as always.
    

    

    
      This is bad, Shang Qiao thought.
    

    

    
      His father was someone who firmly believed that grace was grace, fault was fault, and that punishment must come before any reward. That was the principle he used in governing others. Qian Gongyu was now practically handing over a handle against her to his father. He would definitely make a big deal of it, make her understand the need to revere the law, and only then compensate her afterward. Shang Qiao had seen countless bureaucrats disciplined this way by his father, and all of them ended up both respecting and fearing him. Every time they reported to him in the capital, it was like mice seeing a cat.
    

    

    
      Pulling favors and establishing connections was what his father hated the most. Not to mention outsiders—even if it was his own kin begging before him, he remained ruthlessly impartial. In fact, the closer the relationship, the harsher the punishment.
    

    

    
      Now Qian Gongyu had violated both taboos at once. Shang Qiao was already preparing words to plead on her behalf. After all, she was Xinlei’s friend and had just saved his father. Shang Qiao couldn’t bear to watch her get punished.
    

    

    
      “Not again.”
    

    

    
      “Father, Qian Gongyu was only... Father?”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao was dumbfounded. He felt like he was hearing things because he heard his father say, “Head of the Qian Family, since you want to find Xinlei, then go. But make sure to return to the Shang Family’s Shuiyue Pavilion before dawn. Otherwise, I’ll convict you of jailbreak.”
    

    

    
      “Great! Thank you, Uncle!” Qian Gongyu cheered and leapt onto the roof, sprinting away. Strictly speaking, this was already illegal—movement across roofs and walls was prohibited in Jiangnan City. But with Shang Xuanwen’s approval, the dozens of nearby soldiers naturally pretended not to see.
    

    

    
      “Qiao’er, send someone to the alleys near Taidai Street. The soldiers from the Ministry of Appointments and the Rat Monk... their bodies are over there,” Shang Xuanwen said in a low voice. “They were dragged into this because of me. The Taohu Rebel sent a Self-Burner to take my life, and they saved me... Take care of the soldiers’ arrangements, and handle the compensation yourself.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Remember to send the Rat Monk’s remains back to the Shang Residence.” Shang Xuanwen suddenly coughed violently, his entire body hunching over. Shang Qiao hurried to support his father, only now realizing how light the man carrying the weight of the seven provinces of Jiangnan truly was.
    

    

    
      “I must at least... see him off one last time.”
    

    

    
      As Shang Xuanwen spoke, he suddenly touched his left waist with a contemplative expression. Shang Qiao quickly asked, “Is the wound still hurting?”
    

    

    
      “No. I just realized... the promise I made to someone can never be fulfilled now.” Shang Xuanwen revealed a weakness that Shang Qiao had never seen before, as if his very essence had been drained. “Let’s go home.”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao quickly assigned tasks to the various family servants, then supported his father on the way back. Along the way, Shang Qiao held back for a long time, but still couldn’t resist asking:
    

    

    
      “Father, have you ever been to Baiyun?”
    

    

    
      “I’ve heard the mountain view is nice. Never been.”
    

    

    
      “Then did you know anyone from the Qian Family before?”
    

    

    
      “Qiao’er,” Shang Xuanwen slightly turned his head. Though now utterly weakened, his gaze was more fearsome than that of a lion. “I don’t like beating around the bush.”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao took a deep breath and gathered his courage to ask:
    

    

    
      “Is Qian Gongyu our younger sister?”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …   
    

    

    
      “It’s already close to Chou hour.” Medicine Master Wen listened to the night watchman’s voice below and said, “Less than half the time remains. They still haven’t returned.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi didn’t wait directly at the Upper and Lower Ninth Archways but instead hid on the third floor of the ‘Jiangnan Chef Deity Building’ near the archways. It was one of three safe points designated by the thieves. After all, the archways were far too conspicuous, and each of these three safe points had a clear view of both the archway and one another. If the team got separated or split up, they could return to a safe point to regroup.
    

    

    
      “The Heaven-Reliant Sword is already in hand. If they don’t come back in another quarter-hour, we’ll go search,” Ying Ru Shi said casually while sitting on the railing.
    

    

    
      Although the assassination of Shang Xuanwen failed, at least the combined assault by Ying Ru Shi and Medicine Master Wen completely shattered his Heartguard Mirror’s defense, thereby neutralizing and capturing the Heaven-Reliant Sword. That was the fundamental reason Medicine Master Wen proposed the retreat—after all, the Heaven-Reliant Sword was already in her possession. She was the biggest winner in this mission and naturally prioritized preserving her strength. There was no need to fight to the death.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s reasoning was well-founded. In terms of damage output, she had contributed the most in this battle. In terms of strength, she was a Third-Stage Messenger. Other than Yellow Dog, whose full power had yet to be revealed, she was stronger than the other two. In terms of the mission, the target—the Heaven-Reliant Sword—was now in her possession.
    

    

    
      If she wasn’t the top contributor, who else could be?
    

    

    
      Watching Medicine Master Wen tightly clutch the Heaven-Reliant Sword to her chest, not even bothering to disguise herself as the curve of her full figure pressed against the soft armor beneath her wrappings, Ying Ru Shi knew that the moment she uttered the phrase “let me see the Heaven-Reliant Sword,” she’d be met with a spear tossed straight at her. So, she simply gave up on that idea.
    

    

    
      But while she stayed silent, Medicine Master Wen leaned in closer. “Do we really need to look for them?”
    

    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    

    
      “The Thieves' House never said the thieves had to return together, did they? Last time we only went back together by chance,” Medicine Master Wen said. “Besides, if they truly ran into trouble, by the time we get there, they might have already been caught. I suspect they didn’t go to the Wenyan Pavilion but instead tried to loot the Imperial Secret Treasury and got into some accident.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi blinked. “So, Black Wolf, you mean… we should go look for them now? I didn’t expect you to be so soft-hearted.”
    

    

    
      “White Fox, haven’t you noticed that they’ve already formed an alliance?” Medicine Master Wen asked flatly.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi raised an eyebrow. “How did you find out?”
    

    

    
      “Just now,” Medicine Master Wen said. “In terms of strength, you and I are stronger than Red Snake. In terms of mission success potential, we’re more likely to succeed. If Yellow Dog chose Red Snake over us, what reason could there be besides secret collusion?”
    

    

    
      “But that’s only natural. Work together long enough and companions are bound to grow close. No need to make a fuss,” Ying Ru Shi shrugged. “Even if they really formed an alliance, so what?”
    

    

    
      “If Snake and Dog can stay together, then Wolf and Fox can travel as one.” Medicine Master Wen stared directly at Ying Ru Shi. “White Fox, I used to look down on everyone in the Thieves’ House, but tonight, your performance has earned my respect.”
    

    

    
      “Well, that’s such an honor,” Ying Ru Shi chuckled with thinly veiled sarcasm. “So, you want me as your subordinate?”
    

    

    
      “As an ally,” Medicine Master Wen replied. “We’re strong. Why associate with Snake and Dog? Of course, I’m not saying we should backstab them. But if they’re eliminated by the mission, why should we intervene? The Thieves' House isn’t some mutual-aid society—every rule it has urges us to watch our backs.”
    

    

    
      “Returning early to the Thieves' House might even grant us extra contribution rewards. But staying behind to find them only increases our competition.” Her voice was like the whisper of a jackal. “If they don’t make it back, the rewards from the Thieves’ House… will be ours alone.”
    

    

    
      “In the future, even if new thieves are brought in, we’ll have the advantage and can dominate the Thieves’ House. Four people leads to suspicion, but two equal allies can split the world.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen spread her arms wide as if to embrace the entire world. “Just imagine—we could take turns receiving Legendary Tokens. The Thieves’ House, this secret realm no one has ever fully mastered, would become our shared domain… Sooner or later, we’ll own an endless supply of Legendary Tokens, travel anywhere across the world through the Thieves’ House, even wield the power to judge life and death in the main city... And all this glory would start from one small, insignificant act of ruthlessness.”
    

    

    
      “Worst case scenario, even if we do find them, what’s in it for us? Do you really think they’d share what they got from the Imperial Secret Treasury? White Fox, you’re not naïve enough to believe in that kind of fantasy, right?” Medicine Master Wen leaned against the railing, gazing out at the distant palace walls. “Don’t you think this is better? Rather than having us turn against each other over profit one day, letting them stop here and now—perhaps that’s the true form of mercy.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi said nothing. The fierce wind howled through her sleeves, making them flutter with a rustling sound.
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      “Why is it another Rare Token again?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t asking, he was complaining.
    

    

    
      After a brief observation, he quickly noticed that the ‘Human-Machine Verification Difficulty’ varied across different Liuli Pedestals. The easiest ones gave nearly 2.5 seconds for verification, while the hardest didn’t even offer a full second—Yan Qing hadn’t even finished reading the prompt before it switched to the next. The difficulty was such that he suspected only machines could pass it.
    

    

    
      By conventional logic, the harder the verification, the better the content inside the Liuli Pedestal. Perhaps due to being idle for so long, none of the Tokens inside the pedestals emitted any light—they only revealed their uniqueness once held in hand. Yan Qing could not judge their rarity by appearance and could only infer it from the difficulty level.
    

    

    
      Yet, of the three pedestals he opened, only the first one he handed to Shang Xinlei—the Grass Wristband—was a Marvel-Class Token. The remaining two were merely blue-glowing Rare Tokens.
    

    

    
      He had finally managed to sneak into an Inner Treasury of a royal family, and yet, he could only scoop up a few Rare Tokens? How was this different from eating at a buffet only to fill up on drinks and staple foods? Since he was already here, having such meager gains was simply unacceptable.
    

    

    
      “Most of these are Rare Tokens.” Not far away, Shang Xinlei responded as she cracked another verification. “The truly powerful, useful, and precious Tokens are all held by various Secret Realm commanders. Who would be dumb enough to stash good stuff underground and not use it? For example, our Stillheart Cottage camp has a treasure vault specifically to store Marvel-Class Tokens and Rare Tokens. Whenever a commander or instructor swaps shifts, they have to return the family’s Tokens to the vault... If one could seize that timing and sneak into such a camp vault, the haul would probably surpass this entire Inner Treasury.”
    

    

    
      As Shang Xinlei spoke, a look of longing crept onto her face. Yan Qing caught this glance and thought to himself: could it be that she really had pillaged other families’ camp vaults before? After all, she was a certified thief from the Thieves' House. He decided that from now on, he’d pile some things against the door before sleeping—wouldn’t want to wake up and find even his underwear stolen.
    

    

    
      “Of course, even for us, this Inner Treasury is quite bountiful.” Shang Xinlei was unaware of Yan Qing's internal ridicule and said, “To be able to acquire Rare Tokens so easily, what are you complaining about? Are you covered head to toe in Marvel-Class and Legendary Tokens?”
    

    

    
      Well, she hit the mark. Yan Qing thought. The two most important Tokens on his body were the Legendary Token Bingzi Pepper Forest and the Marvel-Class Token Heartguard Mirror. Rare Tokens did feel like they dragged down his style.
    

    

    
      But he knew he had expected too much. With the words ‘royal’ and ‘Inner Treasury’, how could he not think of all the novels and games he’d read and played, where such places hid superweapons and world-shocking treasures? Not that those stories were wrong—hiding good stuff in safes was perfectly reasonable. If he weren’t using Bingzi Pepper Forest, he’d store it carefully too.
    

    

    
      The problem was, powerful Tokens simply couldn’t be “unused.”
    

    

    
      The weak needed to clear Secret Realms; the strong needed to do so even more. Not just locals—even max-level players in 《The Messenger》 couldn’t easily conquer highly challenging high-difficulty Instances. Version Completion only existed in theory. Messengers would always seek stronger Tokens, as stronger Secret Realms would always await their conquest.
    

    

    
      All Tokens had their use. Leaving them in storage would only let them collect dust. But handing them to clansmen, subordinates, or retainers to conquer Secret Realms would yield endless resources. Any sensible person knew what to do.
    

    

    
      In that sense, though Tokens brimmed with mighty powers—able to shift mountains and resist fire and water—they were no different from farming tools, looms, or furnaces. All were means of production. The more precious the tool, the more value it could offer only when used.
    

    

    
      The Inner Treasury stored mostly surplus Tokens that couldn’t be rewarded temporarily. Naturally, Rare Tokens formed the bulk of the stockpile. Lower-tier Ordinary Tokens were handed out freely—no need to hoard them in the treasury; as for the more coveted Marvel-Class Tokens, they would be snatched up as soon as one holder died. Passed down through three generations, the Token would remain even if the user perished—there was no retirement in the Inner Treasury for them.
    

    

    
      Likewise, there weren’t many Martial Technique Manuals here either. Manuals were even more in demand than Tokens. They were likely all distributed before being sent to Jiangnan. However, some cabinets had excellent cost-performance ratios. Yan Qing had seen one holding five Heartguard Mirrors. Such cabinets weren’t rare. Considering nearly every Third-Stage Messenger in Jiangnan carried a Heartguard Mirror, it seemed the item was a regional specialty.
    

    

    
      But what captivated Yan Qing most was the Liuli Cabinet in the very center of the Inner Treasury.
    

    

    
      A pair of shimmering gloves, seemingly woven from golden threads yet appearing incredibly soft, rested in the cabinet, displayed on a stand. Every time he passed by, Yan Qing couldn’t help but stop and stare, imagining how comfortable wearing them must feel.
    

    

    
      Even without any glow, their exquisiteness and dazzling appearance screamed only one possibility—Legendary Token!
    

    

    
      “Stop dreaming.” Shang Xinlei walked past him and glanced at the gloves in the Liuli Cabinet. “That’s a Legendary Token: Hands of Hundredfold Refinement once used by Emperor Taizu of Liang, but they’ve long been damaged. That’s why the Shao Royal Clan stored them in the Inner Treasury.”
    

    

    
      Damaged? Yan Qing’s heart stirred. “Is it a Foundation Token?”
    

    

    
      “Probably? All of Emperor Taizu’s key Tokens were acquired after he became a Foundation Messenger,” Shang Xinlei casually replied. “That’s why I’m sure the gloves are only for show. If they had even a sliver of use left, the royal family wouldn’t let them gather dust here. Even if you got them, they’d be meaningless... not to mention, you can’t get them.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had no retort—because the Liuli Cabinet holding the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement belonged to the Fortress of No Fall, which didn’t even allow one second of verification time. He had tried multiple times—at most he could make out the question, but had no chance to see and click the image. It made his teeth itch in frustration. “Is this really solvable by a human!?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei came over for a look and said, “Maybe... only a Foundation Messenger could crack it. If it were my father or older brother, they might manage it in an hour or two.”
    

    

    
      “Seriously?” Yan Qing was stunned. “They could read it that fast?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Shang Xinlei poked Yan Qing in the waist. He tensed as if touched by a caterpillar, but she calmly explained, “You really are a Martial Messenger specializing in Vital Energy and Blood. No wonder you’re unfamiliar with Literary Messengers.”
    

    

    
      “Literary Messengers, who specialize in the Divine Soul, far surpass ordinary people in reading, memory, and reaction speed. My father and brother can basically memorize anything at a glance—even events from years ago. They read incredibly fast—one or two glances is enough for two pages.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing recalled how Shang Xuanwen worked in the Ministry of Appointments—his review speed had been astonishing. He’d barely glance before issuing a response. Back then, Yan Qing thought he was slacking off and scribbling nonsense.
    

    

    
      “If only we were Literary Messengers instead of Martial Messengers, we might empty half this Inner Treasury.” Shang Xinlei spread her hands. “Change your target. You’re not cracking this one.”  
    

    

    
      “But this is just too outrageous. What if the Liang royal family doesn’t have any Foundation or Literary Messengers? Wouldn’t they be unable to open these cabinets too?” Yan Qing asked doubtfully. “They wouldn’t bring in outsiders to open them, would they?”
    

    

    
      On this point, Shang Xinlei agreed. “In theory, all anti-theft measures are meant to stop outsiders. The royal family should have a much simpler unlocking method. But we’re out of time... After cracking one more, we’ll have to leave. It’s almost the Hour of the Ox now.”
    

    

    
      At that, Yan Qing had to give up. Compared to a broken Legendary Token, those he could actually acquire were far more practical. Still, unwilling to give in, he scoured the Liuli Pedestals again, hoping to find a possible backdoor.
    

    

    
      And it seemed he did find a clue—beneath the turquoise slab displaying the verification, he felt a deep groove. Squatting down, he saw it resembled the shape of a pen. Other turquoise slabs also had such outlines—some pens, some squares, some triangles—clearly drawn on purpose.
    

    

    
      But that was all. Maybe they were just moving marks from the past. Yan Qing couldn’t figure them out and gave up. When he turned around, he saw Shang Xinlei unlocking a cabinet with a sword tassel—those were rare and could be attached to any sword to enhance its power.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s eyes lit up. Looking around, he finally targeted a Liuli Cabinet containing armguards. Perhaps because these weren’t particularly valuable, the security verifications were the simplest. He and Shang Xinlei quickly cracked them.
    

    

    
      Luckily, they hadn’t looted too much—everything fit in their pockets. Any more and escaping would’ve been a hassle.
    

    

    
      But when they reached the entrance of the Inner Treasury and pushed the door—they found it wouldn’t budge.
    

    

    
      “Did you shut the door when you came in?”
    

    

    
      “Weren’t you the one supporting me when we entered?”
    

    

    
      The two exchanged glances. It felt like a snake slithered up their spines—coldness seeped through their bones.
    

    

    
      They were underground. There was no airflow, not even a breeze. The door couldn’t have been closed by wind. Since neither of them had done it, there was only one possibility—the door had shut itself.
    

    

    
      And what could be the purpose of a self-shutting door... in a royal Inner Treasury?
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Yan Qing drew Bingzi Pepper Forest, while Shang Xinlei took out her Throwing Ring. They hacked and slashed at the wall—but only shallow marks formed on the gold-plated door.
    

    

    
      “This door is only gold-plated on the outside.” Shang Xinlei lightly brushed the scratch, revealing a cold steel sheen beneath. “The inside is entirely forged from Secret Realm Refined Steel!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing turned toward the stone wall next to the door. He didn’t hesitate to stab Bingzi Pepper Forest into it. The blade almost bent but didn’t even scratch the wall. He could try Heaven’s Veil next, but he’d already lost hope—Bingzi Pepper Forest specialized in cutting damage. For terrain destruction, a hammer would stand a better chance.
    

    

    
      Moreover, if the Inner Treasury’s design was to trap thieves, then this internal defense would never be something ordinary people could overcome. It’d require at least a Foundation Messenger to break out by force.
    

    

    
      “Yellow Dog, look over here!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei pointed at the Spirit Jade Orbs clutched by the golden dragons on both sides of the doorframe. Yan Qing looked over and saw a line of text inside:
    

    

    
      「Offer the scholar’s brush to open the Door of No Worry」
    

    

    
      A black silhouette shaped like a brush appeared below the text, as if prompting them to insert a matching item.
    

    

    
      There were four Spirit Jade Orbs on the door in total, each with similar text—one demanded a tailor’s needle, another a dancer’s shoe, and one a gambler’s dice. There was no doubt—if they wanted to open this Door of No Worry from the inside, they’d need to hand over four corresponding Tokens.
    

    

    
      “Could we carve a fake out of wood—a brush or a shoe—to bluff our way through?” Yan Qing offered a suggestion. “It’s giving us the shape, after all.”
    

    

    
      “Impossible.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei stared at the text on the Spirit Jade Orb and muttered, “You can’t fool it. Not just anything satisfies the condition. If it asks for a scholar’s brush, it has to be one regularly used by a well-read scholar.”
    

    

    
      “Because it’s not really a door,” she turned to Yan Qing, face pale. “It’s a Secret Realm entrance!”
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      “Do you know about the Reward and Punishment Token?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing really didn’t. He had only heard others talking about it in the Manshu Forest and had never looked into it: “Just that it’s very valuable.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei gave him a long look and said, “If a Messenger wants to enter the Third-Stage Secret Realm Divine Marquis Estate, they must possess the Reward and Punishment Token. From ancient times until now, this has been the only way. Of course, now it’s no longer the only method. Other Messengers can also kill us to obtain a chance to claim the bounty by entering the Divine Marquis Estate.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing vaguely understood what she meant: “Some Secret Realms require handing over specific items to enter?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei nodded: “It’s said that the Jie Family’s Third-Stage Secret Realm, the Dream Theater of Jinghua, also requires the shoes of a dancer to gain entry. Moreover, the dancer must be near-master level, which means a dancer proficient in Basic Footwork. As a result, the Jie Family cultivated the largest song-and-dance troupe in the entire Central Plains. Locally, festivals dedicated to dancers are held all year round, and any child with a talent for dancing can be adopted by the Jie Family—all for the purpose of collecting enough of those shoes.”
    

    

    
      “This door mentioned a scholar, tailor, and gambler—I'm afraid they can’t be ordinary folk. They must be outstanding in their respective trades.”
    

    

    
      “If the Secret Realm entrance demands something, it must be exact. No one can deceive a Secret Realm.” She looked at the golden gate before her, admiration, fear, and confusion all swirling in her eyes: “Was this door moved here by the Emperor Taizu of Liang? Can a Foundation Messenger accomplish something like this? Just how did he dismantle the Secret Realm entrance?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t as shocked as Shang Xinlei. After all, even the Turquoise Slab used for Human-Machine Verification could be dismantled and repurposed as a vault switch. It was no surprise that the Emperor Taizu of Liang removed a Secret Realm entrance and used it as a gate. If the Emperor Taizu of Liang were a thief, his theft style could be described as ‘leaving nothing behind’—he really showed no courtesy to any Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      “If there’s no way to cheat……” Yan Qing glanced back at the Inner Treasury: “This doesn’t look like the kind of place that stores a scholar’s brush or a tailor’s needle……”
    

    

    
      “We can’t get out.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei slid down against the stone wall and sat on the ground. Her tight night-travel pants outlined the curves of her hips and soft, fleshy thighs. With her head lowered, she stated the cruel reality plainly: “How could the royal family be stupid enough to leave the unlocking items inside the Inner Treasury? If they wanted access to it, they would have collected those items beforehand. These aren’t hard to find—where in Jiangnan City would you be short of scholars, dancers, tailors, or gamblers?”
    

    

    
      “I should’ve realized earlier... No matter what, the Inner Treasury is a place for storing valuable items. Even an ordinary warehouse has an alert and anti-theft mechanism—the Inner Treasury of the royal family can’t be without one. Since the Treasury is well-hidden, it's understandable that they don’t post guards. But a lack of anti-theft measures? Impossible.”
    

    

    
      “What a brilliant anti-theft design... It's meaningless to the royal family. They’d prepare the required items in advance before entering. But for a thief, it’s a death sentence. There’s no way a thief could prepare so thoroughly in advance, no way to contact the outside, not even a cry for help would escape. There’s no food here, not even a single Healing Pill.”
    

    

    
      “Unseen, unheard, unsaved—this is the Emperor Taizu of Liang’s punishment for thieves. In despair and silence, one can only watch the treasures of the Inner Treasury while starving to death.”
    

    

    
      “To think I’d been scheming all this time to get into the Treasury, thinking the Shao Royal Clan were arrogant for hiding it underground without guards.” Shang Xinlei lifted her head with a self-mocking smile: “Turns out, when we stepped into the Treasury, we stepped into a tomb prepared a hundred years ago—for arrogant fools like us.”
    

    

    
      Silence fell over the Inner Treasury. Shang Xinlei closed her eyes and took a deep breath, but still couldn’t calm her fear.
    

    

    
      Of course, she was afraid of death. Terrified. She had grown up in silk and brocade, barely experiencing any hardship. How could she not fear death? Especially such a horrifying death by starvation—she would rather take her own life than go insane from hunger.
    

    

    
      If she couldn’t choose where to die, at least she wanted to choose a painless way. Preferably one that left her looking beautiful.
    

    

    
      She opened her eyes and saw Yan Qing still standing at the Treasury gate. Perhaps because death was drawing near, she suddenly grew curious about trivial things: “Yellow Dog, where are you from? Jiangnan? Chang'an? The Northern Territories?”
    

    

    
      “I’ve already taken off my mask. Why don’t you take yours off too? We’re trapped here anyway. Unless the royal family suddenly comes down for an inspection, we’re not getting out.”
    

    

    
      “I bet you’re ugly, that’s why you don’t dare take it off.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Yan Qing remain silent, Shang Xinlei’s voice grew softer and softer.
    

    

    
      She stared at the cold, nagging man before her, thinking he probably couldn’t accept the truth. He had so many loyal subordinates, like one of those storybook leaders of an assassin or intelligence network, stirring up storms from the shadows with world-shaking ambitions. The protagonist would have to struggle through a thousand obstacles just to meet him. That quote—‘To live, a hero among men; to die, a ghost still bold’—it described someone like him.
    

    

    
      Yet he was going to die here. Not remembered by history, not cursed by the world. Just rot anonymously as a failed thief beneath the earth.
    

    

    
      Outside, a beauty like Jiang Ten was probably waiting for him. Was he thinking about Jiang Ten now? But I’m thinking too—if it were Jiang Ten trapped here with me, even on an empty stomach, I might feel a kind of happiness.   
    

    

    
       Shang Xinlei actually felt a bit guilty. Yan Qing ended up like this because of her. But she also felt a shred of unspoken relief, like a bewitching flower blooming from mud—thank goodness he was here. On this path toward the Yellow Springs, she didn’t have to be alone.
    

    

    
      She cautiously stood and walked up behind Yan Qing. After a long pause, she said, “Actually, there might still be hope. Things got so loud tonight—the royal family might send someone to check the Inner Treasury. If that happens, we might get a chance to escape……”
    

    

    
      “The royal family does inspect the Treasury regularly. Maybe we can last until then……”
    

    

    
      As she spoke, Shang Xinlei grew more hopeful, and the fear in her heart diminished greatly. After all, as long as someone came to inspect the Treasury, they would be saved. But at that moment, Yan Qing said, “Even if someone comes down, we still can’t escape. They only need to block the entrance hole to catch us. Even if we manage to get out, could we escape a palace guarded by a Foundation Messenger? Our identities would definitely be exposed.”
    

    

    
      Exposed.
    

    

    
      Fear clawed at Shang Xinlei’s heart like a demon’s hand, making her whole body tremble.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t imagine the consequences of being exposed—sneaking into the palace, stealing from the Inner Treasury, attempting to assassinate the emperor—any one of these would bring disaster to the Shang Family. Perhaps the Shang Family would still exist, but her father, mother, and brother—her closest loved ones—would be dragged down with her. Even though she’d done nothing for them, and they’d always cared for her.
    

    

    
      For a moment, Shang Xinlei felt like she couldn’t breathe. She had wanted to comfort Yan Qing, but couldn’t even comfort herself. She didn’t want to die, but the price of survival was too high. Perhaps death would be better. At least she wouldn’t have to live with her family’s resentment.
    

    

    
      She slowly collapsed to the ground, her vision blurring. She tried to wipe her tears, but they only came faster. Even her breathing turned to sobs.
    

    

    
      Maybe the Inner Treasury wasn’t a tomb. She had turned it into one by cornering herself.
    

    

    
      A roll of rough toilet paper was handed to her. Tear-blurred, Shang Xinlei looked up at Yan Qing, then down at the paper in her hand. It was coarse. She wiped haphazardly, asking in disbelief, “Where did you get this?”
    

    

    
      “I always carry some when I go out. You never know when you’ll need to go.” Yan Qing gave her a side glance. “Your eyes are peeing—go ahead, don’t be shy.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei choked, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. She sniffled, snot streaming down, and even her face mask got sticky. She hurriedly wiped with the paper, but it was so rough. She had delicate skin—she’d never used such cheap personal items. After a while, her whole face turned red and stung like fire, looking like a little cat.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing snorted and soon couldn’t hold it in. He folded his arms and burst out laughing. Shang Xinlei, who was still feeling sad, was driven mad with anger by his laughter. She threw a punch at him—but Yan Qing dodged.
    

    

    
      “Next time your eyes pee, can you wear your mask? You look so ugly when you cry, hahaha.”
    

    

    
      “None of your business!” Shang Xinlei kept swinging. “And I’m not ugly when I cry. I’ve looked in a mirror!”
    

    

    
      “Really? Even with snot dripping?”
    

    

    
      “You’re seeing it wrong!”
    

    

    
      Missing several times, Shang Xinlei gave up. After all the commotion, the regret in her heart faded. What remained was shame for showing such an ugly side—and annoyance at Yan Qing.
    

    

    
      Looking at the always-calm Yan Qing, she suddenly thought of something.
    

    

    
      “Do you have a Return Token?”
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      Although the news had not been spread publicly, the fact that Jiang Ten had escaped safely from the Foundation Messenger using the Return Token had already circulated among the noble clans and prestigious families of Great Liang. After all, the butt of the joke in this tale was none other than the Foundation-level Thunder King of the Underworld Prison, Chen Liexia of the Chen Family. Just like commoners relished royal scandals, Messengers naturally enjoyed laughing at the blunders of Foundation experts.
    

    

    
      Compared to Jiang Ten, who repeatedly defied expectations, people paid more attention to the key item in the story: the Return Token. After all, no matter how much of a genius Jiang Ten was, it was of no relevance to them. But if one could obtain a Return Token, it was no different than gaining an extra life. Not only could it make one immune to all harm, it could also teleport the user to a safe location—meeting both defensive and retreat needs. It was truly the fashionable item every Messenger dreamed of.
    

    

    
      Chen Liexia’s relentless attacks on Jiang Ten only served as the best advertisement for the Return Token. It was said that many Foundation experts had emerged from seclusion, seeking out Chen Liexia to inquire about it—evidently with an interest in the Return Token.
    

    

    
      But at present, aside from Mansu Woodland, no one knew of any other Secret Realm that could yield a Return Token. And without Jiang Ten, no one could score highly in Mansu Woodland. If Jiang Ten never returned to Great Liang, then the Return Token in her hands would likely become a one-of-a-kind treasure.
    

    

    
      Logically speaking, such a life-saving treasure would certainly be kept for oneself; even the closest companion would not receive it. Yet Shang Xinlei believed Jiang Ten had definitely handed over the Return Token.
    

    

    
      Because between Yellow Dog and Jiang Ten, there existed a bond far beyond the worldly definition of intimacy.
    

    

    
      If Yellow Dog could lend Jiang Ten the Legendary Token Bingzi Pepper Forest to slay enemies on all sides, then why wouldn’t Jiang Ten hand over the Return Token to Yellow Dog in case of danger? Shang Xinlei had attempted so many times to persuade Jiang Ten with both emotion and reason—if Jiang Ten had even the slightest dissatisfaction with Yellow Dog, she would have noticed. Yet Jiang Ten had been resolute from beginning to end, even breathing coldly at Shang Xinlei when she spoke out of line.
    

    

    
      Even when Jiang Ten later agreed to join the Shang and Jie Families, Shang Xinlei could tell that this bright yet unfeeling girl did everything for someone she held dear in her heart.
    

    

    
      That was why Shang Xinlei became so furious when she discussed Jiang Ten with Yan Qing before. She wanted to shout, “Such a stunning girl is this loyal to you—how can you not treasure her?” Truly, so many beauties offered deep affection, only to have it met with indifference. When would Jiang Ten finally recognize the true face of this scoundrel?
    

    

    
      But when Yan Qing truly pulled the Return Token out of the Storage Ring, Shang Xinlei realized her heart was filled with envy.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t quite explain it—whether she envied Yan Qing for having the absolute loyalty of Jiang Ten, or envied Jiang Ten for being able to trust Yan Qing completely, or perhaps… envied the relationship between them, one that outsiders could neither understand nor touch.
    

    

    
      “The Return Token only allows one person to escape,” said Yan Qing.
    

    

    
      “After using the Return Token, where will you be teleported? Can you return inside Jiangnan City?” Shang Xinlei asked.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing shook his head. “At best, it only sends you to a location two hours away from Jiangnan City.”
    

    

    
      The safe teleportation points determined by the Return Token included only the three Starter Villages, likely because these three locations were where all players initially arrived—mandatory open points on the map. However, Yan Qing believed this was the true limitation of the Return Token. Compared to limited uses, being sent back to a Starter Village and then having to trek a long way to return to the main city was enough to make many players prefer death. Only players in Real Mode would be forced to use the token to avoid death.
    

    

    
      “But in that case, even if you escape, you can’t return to the Thieves’ House in time,” Shang Xinlei raised an eyebrow. “Looks like we’ve both failed this mission.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing nodded, but glanced suspiciously at Shang Xinlei. “Why do you seem a little happy about it?”
    

    

    
      “Of course I’m happy. Just now, I thought I was going to starve to death in this Inner Treasury, and the only one keeping me company would be you, this bastard leader who steals from his subordinates. When the royal family sends people down, they’ll surely think we’re a pair of audacious thieving scoundrels—what a shameful and painful death.” Shang Xinlei spread her hands. “Now that you can escape and come back to rescue me, how can I not be happy?”
    

    

    
      She suddenly realized something and said angrily, “So you bastard were scaring me on purpose just now. You clearly had a way to escape!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing raised an eyebrow. “Not necessarily scaring you—I might not come back to save you.”
    

    

    
      “Hmmph hmmph,” Shang Xinlei rubbed the tears at the corners of her eyes. Her nose was red, but her face wore a smug grin. “Let me guess—Yellow Dog, your safest residence is the Thieves’ House, right? Every night, you go back to the Thieves’ House to sleep and rest, don’t you?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s pupils contracted sharply, and his heart skipped a beat. Fortunately, the mask covered his expression, so Shang Xinlei didn’t see his guilty look. He neither denied nor refuted, merely let out a scornful laugh, as if she had brought up a boring topic.
    

    

    
      However, he began nervously reviewing his recent actions. There shouldn't have been any leaks. Had Shang Xinlei been eavesdropping from a corner while he exercised?
    

    

    
      “Don’t misunderstand. I didn’t eavesdrop on what you were doing in your room—though I tried—but the Thieves’ House has excellent soundproofing. I didn’t hear a thing.” Shang Xinlei pointed to her slightly reddened eyes and smiled. “I figured it out by watching.”
    

    

    
      Watching?
    

    

    
      “These past few days, even though you’ve always been fully geared during meetings, your boots have always been clean—not a speck of dust. Ordinary people might not notice, but my Second Job has an Insight Trait. My observational skills are top tier.” Shang Xinlei explained slowly, like a detective revealing how she solved the case. “Of course, this alone doesn’t prove anything. If you lived in the main city, you could still be dust-free. But if you lived in such a safe place, why would you go back to your room every night to rest?”
    

    

    
      “But you could argue that you happened to be staying in Mansu Woodland during those days, and the rest of the time you were in the main city, so I’m only speculating—not certain. But speculation alone is enough for something like this.”
    

    

    
      “Now that you’ve lost the Thieves’ House, you must be quite distressed, right? Someone like you, who loves hiding behind the scenes plotting schemes, can only sleep in a place that’s absolutely safe.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not as delicate as you.” Yan Qing replied coolly, tacitly acknowledging Shang Xinlei’s guess. As she said, speculation alone was sufficient. He never expected to keep it a secret forever—he just didn’t think his boots’ cleanliness would give him away.
    

    

    
      “So you will come back to rescue me. Because I’m the Fourth Miss of the Shang Family—I have wealth, connections, and ability,” Shang Xinlei said with a smile. “Setting up a safe house for you in Jiangnan City is an easy task. In fact, there’s already an unused one waiting for you. You’ve helped me so much and even saved my life—I won’t let you suffer. Even raising you and your subordinates is no problem!”
    

    

    
      “Besides, I caused you to waste the Return Token this time, and you lost the chance with the Thieves’ House. If you don’t rescue me, how will you collect your debt?” Her voice was filled with temptation, as if forming a wicked alliance with Yan Qing. “I’m the Fourth Miss of the Shang Family, ranked third on the Hidden Dragon List, a future Third-Stage Messenger—maybe even a Fourth-Stage. If you seize this leverage, you’ll live in luxury for the rest of your life, summoning wind and rain across Great Liang.”
    

    

    
      “You just want to keep Jiang Ten.” Yan Qing glanced at her. “Besides, a great favor is like a great enmity. I won’t stake my life on someone else’s conscience.”
    

    

    
      “You know me so well. Do you really think I’m the type to repay kindness with betrayal?” Shang Xinlei shrugged. “Well, okay, maybe a little. But I owe you so much this time, I do feel a bit guilty. Whatever request you make, as long as I can manage it, I’ll definitely agree. Even raising you for a lifetime is totally fine.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she crossed her arms and took two steps back, a guarded expression on her face. “Of course, your request can’t be too outrageous. Don’t expect me to offer my body just for saving my life.”
    

    

    
      “You haven’t even wiped your snot.” Yan Qing reminded her suddenly.
    

    

    
      “Huh?” Shang Xinlei quickly covered her face and wiped, only to find nothing there—just the sound of laughter coming from behind the Yellow Dog Mask.
    

    

    
      The noble daughter of a powerful family trembled with fury, her red eyes charged straight at him. Yan Qing, trying to dodge elegantly, failed—because Shang Xinlei opened her arms and hugged him. Clearly, she was about to use a grappling move!
    

    

    
      No way—was she actually breaking down and going all out? Was his joke that overboard? Well, he had the Heartguard Mirror of the Mountains, so she could hit him all she liked. Physical attacks without a token wouldn’t affect him at all.
    

    

    
      However, Shang Xinlei did not wrestle or strike. Instead, she hooked her arms around his neck. The Red Snake scarf and Yellow Dog Mask were nearly touching. They leaned on each other like rowdy friends, instantly bringing Yan Qing back to high school, when he’d meet his friends after class like this to go to the restroom.
    

    

    
      “Let Black Wolf and White Fox take the Thieves’ House,” she whispered so close her breath misted the mask, her voice light, as if discussing a secret: “Even without the Thieves’ House, we can still accomplish great things. Great Liang has no shortage of treasuries. As long as we work together, all those treasures will be in our pockets.”
    

    

    
      “What I owe you, I’ll repay tenfold—no, a hundredfold. Didn’t you say you’ll become a Fourth-Stage Foundation Messenger one day? Since even you believe in it, I have no reason not to accompany you to the end.”
    

    

    
      The tear stains on Shang Xinlei’s face had yet to dry. Her cheeks were flushed like a red kitten, but her eyes were radiant. Perhaps it was due to their close distance, but Yan Qing even felt like she was glowing.
    

    

    
      “Let’s grow strong and shine bright once again!” She sniffled, smiling brilliantly and dazzlingly: “From now on, let’s walk this road together, shoulder to shoulder.”
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      No longer burdened with heavy thoughts, nor a trace of grievance.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei truly seemed to have reconciled with herself, found a new goal, formed a new wish—there was no longer any hesitation or confusion in her eyes. She could now forge ahead without a shred of doubt. Upon further thought, it made sense. After all, she had previously thought she was as good as dead. Now that she discovered a sliver of hope, it was like returning from the dead, reaching sudden enlightenment like the High Virtue Monk, seeing through the red dust of the world.
    

    

    
      Yet Yan Qing felt as though she was filled with anticipation, as if severing ties with the Secret Realm · Thieves' House was something she welcomed.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Yan Qing abruptly pushed Shang Xinlei away, avoiding her restless little hand.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei clicked her tongue. “In the end, we’re going to become the infamous duo of Jiangnan—why can’t I take a look at what you really look like? Just one glance. Just one glance!”
    

    

    
      “You’re saying all this just because you want me to come back and save you.” Yan Qing sneered deliberately. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll never return?”
    

    

    
      “Not afraid.” Shang Xinlei crossed her hands behind her back, raised her chin and chest, and turned to lean against the stone wall. Tilting her head, eyes bright and teeth white, her smile was glowing. “Because I’m your friend.”
    

    

    
      “And, I’m not any worse than Jiang Ten.”
    

    

    
      Another round of sugarcoating, tugging at emotions, and laying out the pros and cons—Yan Qing found himself unable to argue. Truly worthy of being Shang Xuanwen’s daughter. Even though she was clearly in a disadvantageous position, she skillfully turned the tables into her favor. It gave off a sense of, ‘You’ve already invested so much sunk cost in me, what’s a little more?’
    

    

    
      Still, something felt off to Yan Qing. Why bring up Jiang Ten?
    

    

    
      And in what way exactly are you not worse than Jiang Ten? Your figure?
    

    

    
      Surely you’re not claiming combat ability. Jiang Ten is under my control, mind you. You bunch of first-person 3D humans, how could you possibly beat me, a god of the action game genre?
    

    

    
      Looks like there was no way to torment Shang Xinlei anymore. Yan Qing sighed and stored the Return Token into the Storage Ring. Pointing to the Liuli Cabinet that contained five Heartguard Mirrors, he said, “Go open that.”
    

    

    
      “Why?” Shang Xinlei looked utterly confused. “You planning to loot again before leaving?”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you just say you’d agree to any of my requests? And now you’re questioning me?” Yan Qing tried to maintain his aloof persona and said coldly, “Still not going?”
    

    

    
      “Fine, I’ll go.” Shang Xinlei pouted and, within five minutes, came back hugging five Heartguard Mirrors. “Here, take them.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Shang Xinlei noticed a token in Yan Qing’s hand—not the Return Token, but one inscribed with the characters ‘Treasure-Hunting’. This wasn’t her first time encountering such a token. Back when she opened a treasure chest in Mansu Woodland, the oddity inside had been a ‘Treasure-Hunting Token’. But not knowing its use, and needing a rare Throwing Ring more urgently, she had passed it up.
    

    

    
      Where did this token in Yellow Dog’s hand come from? Was it loot from another Secret Realm?
    

    

    
      “Red Snake,” Yan Qing said slowly, “can I trust you?”
    

    

    
      “Do you even have the right to ask that, you ugly freak who won’t take off his mask?” Shang Xinlei snapped. “I haven’t even seen your face, yet you know who I am, where I live, and I just jumped on your word and bet my life on you. Now you’re asking if you can trust me?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt his face flush from her retort, thankful for the mask that allowed him to continue coldly, “What happens next must remain a secret. If you leak even a word…”
    

    

    
      “What if my father hears my thoughts, or a Messenger with a similar token hears them?” Shang Xinlei immediately countered.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing choked for a moment but quickly recovered. “If you get found out, you’d better start thinking about how to run before I even get to punish you.”
    

    

    
      “If I get caught, will you come save me?”
    

    

    
      Damn it, he knew it—this girl really was one of those clingy brats that grew more annoying the more familiar they got. Yan Qing started regretting not leaving with Black Wolf and White Fox tonight and instead getting involved with Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      With his left hand, he picked up the Heartguard Mirror, and with his right, he pressed on the Treasure-Hunting Token. Instantly, the trading board screen floated before his eyes. He glanced at Shang Xinlei beside him, finding her expression unchanged—clearly, the screen was invisible to others.
    

    

    
      Taking a deep breath, Yan Qing muttered inwardly. The screen immediately popped up with information:
    

    

    
      「Would you like to list the Heartguard Mirror for sale? Price range: 300–8000 Spirit Jade (or player-specified item). Transaction fee: 30% of the sale value.」
    

    

    
      「Since the max price ≥1000, you may choose the auction mode.」
    

    

    
      As expected.
    

    

    
      The hardest part about listing items via Treasure-Hunting Token was knowing the item’s system info. For locals, this was utterly impossible. Even for Yan Qing, it was extremely difficult—he had to rely on his alternate character to view system info. If he forgot something or encountered an unfamiliar item, he wouldn’t be able to list it.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, there were plenty of Heartguard Mirrors here, and he had just checked their system info days ago—he still remembered it clearly.
    

    

    
      Now came the crucial part.
    

    

    
      “Red Snake, repeat the required items to enter the Secret Realm gate.”
    

    

    
      Though unsure what he was up to, Shang Xinlei obediently said, “Purple Brush, Tailor’s Needle, Dancer’s Shoes, Gambler’s Dice.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing focused on the screen, chose to list the ‘Heartguard Mirror’, and specified the exchange item as ‘Purple Brush’. As he mentally typed out those four characters, a corresponding item immediately appeared in the item field, proving that this item existed in the trading board catalog and was recognized by the system.
    

    

    
      If the system recognized it, the Secret Realm would too—after all, it was all the same game.
    

    

    
      「Note: Item-for-item trades are exempt from transaction fees.」
    

    

    
      「Listing successful.」
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      City of No Night, Longevity Hall.
    

    

    
      Apart from the fire basins lit around the stage, the rest of the hall was shrouded in darkness. Below the stage sat twenty-five young girls in opulent dance dresses, their faces filled with fear and despair. None dared to move. Every gaze was fixed on the beauty standing on the stage.
    

    

    
      Atop the stage sat a small table. On it stood a frame, and on the frame lay a seemingly filthy fan. As the beauty reached out her snow-pale hand to touch the fan, a strange sense of beauty arose—like a white lotus being defiled.
    

    

    
      Musicians hidden in the shadows began to play. The beauty unfurled the fan, shielding her neck, white and jade-like. Only then did the girls realize the fan wasn’t dirty—it was soaked in dried blood. Dark red bloodstains, blooming like plum blossoms, covered the fan, making one dread the cruelty its previous owner must’ve endured.
    

    

    
      “I still recall the war drums of yore,
    

    
        That misled countless maidens behind green windows.
    

    

    
      Chill dreams in spring chambers, brocade coats unused, no letters from afar.
    

    

    
      Whose hide wraps the corpse? Souls gather in the underworld, all lone wanderers now.
    

    

    
      Only a few stars remain to light the annals of history, inscribing sorrowful verses.”
    

    

    
      Dancing and singing in tandem, the beauty’s mournful voice harmonized with the musicians. Her crimson dress drew every eye. Even the terrified girls were gradually enraptured, their thoughts overtaken by the performance, minds filled only with the figure who bewitched all on the stage.
    

    

    
      White magnolias were embroidered on her dress, but as the dance grew swifter, they morphed into battlefield bones before the crowd’s eyes. The crimson skirt turned to a sea of blood, and the fan in her hand became a blossoming massacre.
    

    

    
      They said that a dancer skilled in Basic Footwork could show the beauty of dance. A master of Advanced Footwork could deliver a performance unforgettable for a lifetime—wherever they toured, no seat remained empty, even Messengers bowed beneath their skirts.
    

    

    
      And the beauty onstage had long surpassed the title of dance master. Her voice and steps alone conjured mountains of corpses and seas of blood, a scenery of blossoming gore. The Longevity Hall transformed into a battlefield of bones, the audience plunged into an illusion where blood and flesh flew, bones cracked underfoot—a living purgatory.
    

    

    
      When the music ended, the beauty reclined halfway. The twenty-five spectators were still entranced. Though their faces still bore fear, their eyes now reflected their own deaths.
    

    

    
      “Did you see clearly?” the beauty asked.
    

    

    
      “Clearly, Your Majesty!” the girls responded hastily.
    

    

    
      “Then it’s your turn to dance.”
    

    

    
      Ying Le extended her hand, and the fire basins around the girls were instantly lit by the Ghostly Guards. She retracted her hand, and the fire basins surrounding the stage extinguished.
    

    

    
      Now seated in the audience, hidden in flickering shadows, her posture was relaxed, but her eyes glowed an eerie red, like a creature lurking in the dark, watching the world.
    

    

    
      It was now the girls’ turn to dance. Even if they danced horribly at first, Ying Le didn’t mind—for this was her training regimen. Unlike ordinary troupes with gentle teaching, she had no patience. She only wanted the most gifted dancers. So she gathered girls into the Longevity Hall and performed one dance herself.
    

    

    
      Those who comprehended could stay.
    

    

    
      Those who couldn’t would keep dancing—dance, dance, and dance until they could.
    

    

    
      Or until they died dancing.
    

    

    
      Ying Le slowly closed her eyes. The Ghostly Warriors were accustomed to the process. If a girl grasped Her Majesty’s essence, she would awaken and point her out. But based on past experience, Her Majesty usually only awakened once or twice per night—sometimes not at all.
    

    

    
      But just as Ying Le was dozing off, a Ghostly Warrior burst into the hall, disrupting her moment of mentorship.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, a new trade has just appeared on the Trading Board—the item being sold is Great Liang’s Heartguard Mirror!”
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      “Wes, come out! Hurry up!”
    

    

    
      Inside the Law Chamber Academy in Chang'an City, Wes, who had been sleeping, was awakened by a banging on the door. He groped his way out of bed, nearly kicking over the chamber pot, stumbled to open the door, and found, to his surprise, that it was a group of students led by Big Grizzly.
    

    

    
      The name itself suggested a Northern lineage. Though not particularly noble—otherwise, they wouldn't be grouped with Central Plains students like Wes, all enrolled as clerk trainees—Wes, being an outsider scholar, certainly dared not provoke these Northern lads. Even when rudely awakened, he asked in a low and deferential voice, “What’s the matter?”
    

    

    
      “I want to buy your brush!”
    

    

    
      “Ah? I only have one...”
    

    

    
      “I’m not asking for it for free. I’ll give you a piece of Spirit Jade!” Big Grizzly impatiently shoved him and stuffed a Spirit Jade into his hand. “That’s enough to buy ten brushes tomorrow. Hurry and hand yours over!”
    

    

    
      Wes was dumbfounded. He bit the Spirit Jade, soft with a chilling aura that instantly refreshed his groggy mind. It really was a complete piece of Spirit Jade!
    

    

    
      A single piece of Spirit Jade could be exchanged in the market for twenty fragments. His family toiled in the fields for an entire year and would barely gather forty to fifty fragments—this single piece could match half a year’s harvest. As for Wes’s brush, it was a worn-out item once gifted by a young landlord he used to serve. The brush wasn’t broken; its bristles were simply splayed. Wes believed the landlord had gifted it intentionally, and so he had cherished it ever since.
    

    

    
      But ultimately, it was just a brush used for over ten years, its bristles frayed beyond use. At most, the pawnshop would offer one or two Spirit Fragments. And yet Big Grizzly offered a whole piece of Spirit Jade—upfront, no less. Of course Wes was tempted. Still, as a poor lad, he trusted no miracles falling from the sky. Especially not from Big Grizzly—it sounded as absurd as rumors that the Court of Liang paid wages for forced labor.
    

    

    
      “Alright, but only tomorrow morning, in front of witnesses.”
    

    

    
      Wes suspected Big Grizzly planned to frame him—take the Spirit Jade in the dead of night, then accuse him of theft. Who would believe Big Grizzly spent a full piece of Spirit Jade on a used, broken brush? It had to be done in daylight to avoid risk.
    

    

    
      “Damn it, you crazy or what!” Big Grizzly snatched the Spirit Jade back. “I need it urgently—if we wait till morning, why wouldn’t I just go buy one from the shop? You don’t sell, I’ll get it elsewhere. You’re not the only one with a brush in this academy!”
    

    

    
      Turning away, Big Grizzly left. His cronies spat on Wes, faces full of disdain that screamed ‘you don’t know what’s good for you’. It looked like they genuinely gave up on the deal. Wes instantly regretted it. It seemed Big Grizzly was truly in a hurry. Had he gotten that Spirit Jade, he could’ve gone to Desong Studio for a fine brush—and finally bought the 《Seven Annotations of the Mysterious Sovereign》 he had dreamed of.
    

    

    
      But even as Big Grizzly reached the courtyard gate, Wes didn’t call him back.
    

    

    
      If he heard tomorrow that someone else sold a brush, Wes would regret this on many sleepless nights. Yet even so, he dared not gamble. He had no right to gamble. His education, sparing him the fields, was sustained by his family’s sacrifices. They all pinned their hopes on him. How could he risk that? It wasn’t greed he lacked—it was the price he couldn’t afford to pay.
    

    

    
      Big Grizzly nearly left when he suddenly turned back and shouted, “You lucky bastard—I still need it. Hand it over.”
    

    

    
      “Tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “You stubborn little brat,” Big Grizzly and his cronies blocked Wes’s door, glaring fiercely. “Two pieces of Spirit Jade. That’s enough to enjoy drinks and girls in the county town! If you still try to raise the price, you’re crossing the Big Grizzly clan!”
    

    

    
      Wes swallowed hard. A scholar like him, weak and delicate, had never faced such a scene. His legs almost gave out, and he was about to give in. But then he remembered—this was Chang'an City. He wasn’t afraid of getting beaten here. Mustering courage, he said, “Only tomorrow!”
    

    

    
      “Refusing a toast and asking for punishment.” Big Grizzly signaled his men. “Hold him—I’ll go find that damn brush myself!”
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Wes ran back inside, hid the brush in his robe, and crouched in the corner. Big Grizzly and the others, furious, began hitting, kicking, spitting, and cursing at him. Yet, protected by Chang'an laws, Wes felt no pain—only as though someone kept shoving him.
    

    

    
      They’ll get tired and leave, he thought. He didn’t know why Big Grizzly wanted the brush so badly. But this wasn’t his first time being bullied. Whenever someone picked on you, their reason was just an excuse. It all came down to dislike. That was why Wes loved Chang'an. Even if bullied, it never felt bitter—because he had hope here. He had to become a clerk in Chang'an—not only for his family, but for himself.
    

    

    
      The outside world was too savage. Only Chang'an offered him a place to survive.
    

    

    
      ‘The grand avenue of Chang'an narrows to alleys, blue oxen and white horses draw perfumed carts.’ Wes silently recited the ancient praises for Chang'an: ‘A bucket of wine in Xinfeng costs ten thousand, how many years have the knights roamed Chang'an...’
    

    

    
      But Big Grizzly didn’t leave. He grew even more agitated. Spotting the chamber pot under the bed, he threatened to pour it over Wes. That jolted Wes into action. Tomorrow was a lecture from Master Chen—his annual evaluation determined whether students stayed. He couldn’t miss it, and certainly couldn’t show up reeking of urine.
    

    

    
      Seizing a gap, he dashed out between Big Grizzly and his men. They shouted after him but, likely exhausted from their beating, couldn’t catch the skinny scholar in time. Wes escaped the courtyard.
    

    

    
      “Wes? Just in time—come with me! Bring your brush!”
    

    

    
      As he exited, he spotted his fellow student Han Xian, who waved him over in a rush. Without much thought, Wes followed. Han Xian seemed urgent, urging him to run and keep up, his face glowing with excitement. “Hurry! We’ll be too late!”
    

    

    
      “Where are we going?” Wes was confused. He noticed they weren’t alone—the streets were packed. Chang'an had no curfew—nor could one be enforced—but most places shut down at night. The true pleasure districts lay outside the city. At this hour, the streets should have been deserted.
    

    

    
      “Don’t ask—just follow! This is your chance of a lifetime!”
    

    

    
      Soon, they reached Vermillion Bird Avenue, the city’s main road. The burned-down Anguo Temple was nearby. Both sides were lined with shops and restaurants, and though usually bustling by day, it was now just as crowded at midnight. People gathered at the notice board near the avenue entrance, jamming the four-lane stone road.
    

    

    
      “Sold! The Dancer’s Shoes order is gone!”
    

    

    
      “No! My cousin’s on her way! She’s a dancer for the Marquis of Huaiqing’s troupe! Her shoes would’ve qualified! Immortal, please post another! Just one more!”
    

    

    
      “The Tailor’s Needle order is gone too! Only the Scholar’s Brush and Gambler’s Dice are left!”
    

    

    
      “The ones sent to Treasure Pavilion aren’t back yet!? How long does it take to get a few dice from gamblers!? Useless fools!”
    

    

    
      The place erupted in curses and laments, leaving Wes’s head spinning. Everyone was fired up, eyes red with excitement, as though witnessing a miracle.
    

    

    
      “Get in! Squeeze in—just a bit later and it’ll be over!” Han Xian pushed Wes forward. They finally reached the front, and only then did Wes see the focus of the crowd—the Blackboard at the notice board showed new Immortal Trade Orders.
    

    

    
      Though he never had the means to buy from it, many at the academy discussed it. Wes had heard much: all Trade Orders on the Blackboard came from Immortals. No one, not even a Foundation Messenger, could affect the Blackboard—it clearly belonged to a higher realm. And only Immortals could conduct remote trades in Chang'an, the land protected by divine power.
    

    

    
      More crucially, only Chang'an had a Blackboard. No other place did. It proved that Immortals favored Chang'an people—the most elite, most qualified to approach the divine!
    

    

    
      Of course, the wealthier one was, the more they could bask in Immortal presence. Items sold by the Immortals cost thousands or even tens of thousands of Spirit Jade. Wes didn’t even feel envy—he could never make that much in a lifetime. For him, the Immortal Trade Orders were like myths—happening right next to him, yet utterly unreachable.
    

    

    
      He had never imagined he’d be involved with one. Let alone catch a miracle dropped by the Immortals.
    

    

    
      “Look!” Han Xian pointed at the words on the Blackboard, shaking Wes excitedly. “An Immortal is offering a Third-Stage Rare Token, the Heartguard Mirror, in exchange for a Scholar’s Brush. A Scholar’s Brush! Your brush! You can trade your brush for a Third-Stage Rare Token!”
    

    

    
      Wes stared, wide-eyed, at the text. Two Trade Orders were listed—both offering the Heartguard Mirror, one for a Scholar’s Brush, one for a Gambler’s Dice. He could hardly believe it. “Is it really a Scholar’s Brush? But there are so many scholars in Chang'an—why me?”
    

    

    
      “You’re right, brat—it’s not for you!”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Wes was shoved aside by a burly man charging to the front. He clutched a worn brush and tapped the Trade Order on the Blackboard. But no matter how he tapped, nothing happened. The Trade Order remained. The brush didn’t vanish. Furious, he cursed, “What the hell! This is a Scholar’s Brush! Why won’t it trade?! Damn it, that brat even claimed he loved reading!”
    

    

    
      “It’s gone! Another Trade Order just completed—the Gambler’s Dice one!” someone shouted.
    

    

    
      Wes looked up—the Blackboard now had only one Trade Order left.
    

    

    
      “Do it now! Even if it fails, you’ve got nothing to lose! Any slower and it’ll be too late!” Han Xian was desperate. “Of everyone in the academy, you study the hardest—you’re surely the scholar the Immortal seeks! Your brush must be the Scholar’s Brush! If you get the Third-Stage Rare Token, maybe you can become a Messenger too!”
    

    

    
      Recognized by an Immortal? Become a Messenger?
    

    

    
      Wes held his breath, his mind reeling from this sudden fortune.
    

    

    
      He had never dreamed big. Though the most promising child in his family, he was just a scholar, aiming to pass the exam and become a clerk in Chang'an. Clerks had no path to officialdom. In the Zhou Kingdom, only Messengers or their families could hold office. Commoners with no background or strength could at best become aides—used to take blame if things went wrong, with credit taken by others if right. Still, that was the only route to status for mortals.
    

    

    
      As for joining the Military Camp, that path was for warriors with extraordinary physique and talent. Wes, a poor farmer’s son, struggled just to eat—training was out of reach. Thankfully, the Zhou Kingdom valued literati—pass an exam, and you could study for free. The nation needed administrators, since most Messengers only wanted power and not the labor. Talented mortals like Wes managed the rest, like stewards managing servants in a noble estate.
    

    

    
      But given the chance to become a Messenger—who would settle for steward?
    

    

    
      Wes found strength he didn’t know he had, shoved aside the burly man, gripped his brush with one hand, and reached for the Trade Order with the other.
    

    

    
      The moment his fingertip touched it, a cold, emotionless voice echoed in his ears:
    

    

    
      「Trade Complete.」
    

    

    
      In the next second, the brush in his arms vanished—replaced by a mirror radiating a ghostly blue light. The crowd on Vermillion Bird Avenue fell silent. All eyes were on Wes. Even Han Xian stared in disbelief. He always thought Wes the best student in the academy—but didn’t expect success. Amid joy for his friend, there was a hint of envy.
    

    

    
      Wes clutched the Heartguard Mirror to his chest.
    

    

    
      A Third-Stage Rare Token.
    

    

    
      With his limited knowledge, he couldn’t estimate its worth or know where to convert it into resources for becoming a Messenger. But this was Chang'an City—and he had received the Heartguard Mirror under countless eyes. That alone was his greatest advantage.
    

    

    
      His life—only now truly began.
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      Inside the Imperial Secret Treasury, Shang Xinlei watched as item after item appeared out of thin air, her expression rather complicated.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing could understand. After all, in her mind, the mastermind behind the Trading Board ought to be a powerful being as divine as a god or as demonic as a devil—at the very least, a peerless schemer. Not a mere mortal who hadn't even reached Foundation Building, and certainly not someone who would be trapped here in the secret treasury, more than thirty zhang underground, alongside her.
    

    

    
      He carefully observed Shang Xinlei’s eyes, trying to capture any emotion she might reveal. In truth, he wasn’t afraid that Shang Xinlei would leak this secret. After all, he had no ties or belongings in this world—no bottles or jars to his name. In the Thieves' House, once the quilt was pulled over, no one cared for anyone. What he truly feared was the rise of greed in Shang Xinlei’s heart.
    

    

    
      He disliked testing human nature. Just like no player would test if a computer case could keep working after being soaked in water—they only hoped the computer would run games forever. Similarly, all he hoped for was to prolong this brief friendship with Shang Xinlei as long as possible, until the day he no longer cared about this woman.
    

    

    
      "Must it be exchanged with a Heartguard Mirror?"
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, Shang Xinlei was the first to question Yan Qing’s extravagance: "There are quite a few Second-Stage Tokens piled up here. Couldn’t you trade those instead? A Third-Stage Heartguard Mirror can clearly fetch a high price. It’s such a waste to use it for these door-opening items."
    

    

    
      "It has to be a Heartguard Mirror." Since the secret was exposed, Yan Qing didn’t mind revealing more about the Treasure-Hunting Token to quell any greedy thoughts she might have. "Not all items can be listed in the Treasure Pavilion."
    

    

    
      "But it’s such a waste. These few items wouldn’t even cost five Spirit Jade in Jiangnan City, and you spent five Third-Stage Rare Tokens."
    

    

    
      "Escaping is more important than anything. Besides, it’s just five Third-Stage Rare Tokens."
    

    

    
      "'Just'? You’re being way too extravagant."
    

    

    
      Seeing Shang Xinlei’s face full of heartache, Yan Qing thought to himself how greedy this thieving woman was. These were his possessions—why did she care so much? Could it be that she was already planning to harm him and had mentally counted his wealth as her own? Truly, fate was unpredictable, and people’s hearts were sinister. Thankfully, she slipped up, or he wouldn’t have been alerted. He had to be more cautious going forward.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei continued curiously, "So, what restrictions are there for listing items in the Treasure Pavilion?"
    

    

    
      "Not telling you."
    

    

    
      "What’s the big deal?" Shang Xinlei puffed up her cheeks. "That Token appeared in a treasure chest I found in Mansu Woodland. If I had known how useful it was, you wouldn’t be the only one fencing goods in the Treasure Pavilion right now."
    

    

    
      "If you had known back then, you’d have suffered a big loss. You wouldn’t have been able to use the Treasure-Hunting Token at all."
    

    

    
      "Why not? Are you the only one in the world who can use it?"
    

    

    
      "Because using the Treasure-Hunting Token requires knowing a trick. And that condition has nothing to do with strength, status, or background. Not just you—even Foundation Messengers or legendary immortals and deities, without the trick, still wouldn’t be able to activate the Token."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t think the Treasure-Hunting Token in his hand was the first ever in existence. After all, besides event rewards, there were many other places in The Messenger where these Tokens could be obtained. It was just that previous holders, even if they could open the Treasure Pavilion interface, couldn’t discern the system information of the items and thus couldn’t list anything for sale. At most, they could buy his items.
    

    

    
      There might be countless potential buyers in the Treasure Pavilion, but he would always be the only seller.
    

    

    
      "What trick?" Shang Xinlei immediately pressed him, but then quickly answered her own question: "Never mind, you won’t tell me. Keeping so many secrets will give you acne, you masked freak."
    

    

    
      "Still better than a nosy snot fairy. Grab the door-opening items and come with me."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing turned toward the center of the secret treasury. Behind him, Shang Xinlei ground her teeth in frustration and complained, "Why don’t you take them yourself?"
    

    

    
      "I don’t like touching other people’s shoes."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei made a face behind his back. She looked down in surprise and said, "This dance shoe is quite pretty. Doesn’t look like a Jiangnan textile. It’s got gold and gems—its owner must have been someone important."
    

    

    
      "An important dancer?" Yan Qing questioned.
    

    

    
      "Hard to say. Plenty of Messengers love to dance. Maybe it belonged to a Foundation Messenger. Want a whiff?"
    

    

    
      "Get that thing away from me!"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing returned once more to the Liuli Cabinet containing the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement. Shang Xinlei asked in surprise, "You haven’t given up yet? We’ve got at most two quarter-hours before we need to return to the Thieves' House. Can you really crack the cabinet in such a short time?"
    

    

    
      "Maybe I won’t need to."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing pulled out a Purple Brush from her arms, along with five Heartguard Mirrors. He had listed them all, and besides trading for four door-opening items, he had intentionally traded for an extra Purple Brush to test a theory.
    

    

    
      He found the scratch mark beneath the Turquoise Slab and pressed the brush into it. The slab had no visible indentation, yet it absorbed the Purple Brush.
    

    

    
      With a loud clunk, the Liuli Cabinet quietly opened. The Foundation Token once used by the Sixth-Stage Messenger, Emperor Taizu of Liang, returned once more to this chaotic world.
    

    

    
      It worked!
    

    

    
      Previously, Yan Qing noticed the scratch under the Turquoise Slab resembled the requirements of secret realm gates, and suspected they might share a locking system. But since the Turquoise Slab offered no hints, it was all guesswork. Thankfully, the unlock item for the cabinet containing the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement was also a Purple Brush, so his efforts weren’t in vain.
    

    

    
      Watching Yan Qing carefully store the gloves away, Shang Xinlei was deep in thought. After all, the gloves were already damaged. If not for collection, then Yan Qing must have a way to restore them.
    

    

    
      Another Treasure-Hunting Token, another restored item—this bastard... just how many secrets does he have!?
    

    

    
      "One day, I’ll make you spill all your secrets..."
    

    

    
      "Hmm?" Yan Qing heard Shang Xinlei muttering something and turned to look at her.
    

    

    
      "I said, shouldn’t we get going?" Shang Xinlei casually donned her mask. Since they were leaving, she had to resume her disguise as Red Snake. "Don’t tell me you’re planning to open more cabinets?"
    

    

    
      Yan Qing shook his head. "Of course not. Every second we delay increases the risk of exposure."
    

    

    
      In truth, using a Treasure-Hunting Token to acquire door-opening items was quite risky. Others might not know what the items meant, but the royal family of Great Liang definitely would. The moment they saw the combination of ‘brush, shoe, needle, dice,’ they would realize someone had entered the secret treasury. By then, they might find a Foundation Messenger waiting above.
    

    

    
      But tonight was utter chaos—explosions, assassinations—Yan Qing gambled that the palace was under complete lockdown. And the number of royals who knew the secret of opening the treasury wasn’t likely high. As long as they seized this window of opportunity, they could return safely to the Thieves' House!
    

    

    
      He inserted the four corresponding items into the four Spirit Jade spheres on the treasury door. Under their nervous gaze, the door roared open once more. Perhaps it was an illusion, but that first breath of air upon exiting felt especially fresh.
    

    

    
      Climbing up wasn’t hard. They’d already seen on the sand table that stone ladders lined both sides of the vertical passage. But when it came time to leave, they encountered a small problem—they had no free hands.
    

    

    
      After looting the treasury, both were burdened with plenty of loot. Even after strapping down as much as they could, Yan Qing could only free one hand. Shang Xinlei couldn’t free either. Though they both had Storage Rings, those worked by slot count. Yan Qing’s ring was already full with Spirit Jade, Treasure-Hunting Tokens, Return Tokens, and a spare Flame Pattern Long Blade—he hadn’t planned on going on a zero-cost shopping spree in the treasury, after all.
    

    

    
      With things as they were, the male-female thief duo had no choice but to part with some of their spoils.
    

    

    
      Just then, a voice echoed down from above:
    

    

    
      "Hey—"
    

    

    
      Startled, they looked up to see a full-moon-shaped hole opened in the ceiling high above. Two familiar wolf and fox masks peered down from dozens of floors up.
    

    

    
      "Looks like someone needs a little help?" Medicine Master Wen held a Serpent-Patterned Rope, her tone as arrogant as a divine emperor saving foolish mortals.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei exchanged a glance and shouted in perfect unison, "Black Wolf, save us!"
    

    

    
      "Thank goodness for such amazing teammates—otherwise, we’d be in real trouble!"
    

    

    
      At that moment, Medicine Master Wen’s sense of superiority soared to unprecedented heights.
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      Just as they neared the cave entrance, Yan Qing grasped the hand that Medicine Master Wen extended and was effortlessly pulled up by the latter.
    

    

    
      “Yellow Dog, give me a hand.” From below the cave mouth, Shang Xinlei shouted. She was right behind Yan Qing, both of them having tied the Serpent-Patterned Rope to secure themselves so that Medicine Master Wen and Ying Ru Shi could pull them up. Yan Qing thought to himself, "Medicine Master Wen is already reaching out, and you're still asking me?" But considering that Shang Xinlei might not be familiar with Medicine Master Wen, he reached out and pulled up this Snot Goblin.
    

    

    
      As soon as Shang Xinlei came up, she saw that the Central Square was very quiet, with no guards or palace attendants patrolling nearby. Hence, this rescue operation that lasted nearly half a minute went undisturbed. Shocked, she asked, “Did you kill all the nearby palace attendants?”
    

    

    
      “We’re thieves. Why would we do such a thing?” Medicine Master Wen replied while tidying up the Serpent-Patterned Rope. “Do we look like bloodthirsty maniacs?”
    

    

    
      Looking at the mottled and filthy bloodstains on the Fox and Wolf Night Suit, Serpent and Dog exchanged glances and silently shook their heads. Tonight, you came back to save us, so whatever you say goes.
    

    

    
      “We started a fire when we arrived. All the palace attendants have gone to the rear palace to extinguish it,” Ying Ru Shi explained. “Let’s go. This is no place to linger.”
    

    

    
      No one disagreed. On the way out, Yan Qing couldn’t help but sigh, “I really didn’t expect you two would come to the Imperial Palace to find us.”
    

    

    
      “Right,” Shang Xinlei nodded along. “I thought at most you’d wait for us at the archway. More likely, you’d head straight back to the Thieves’ House after finishing the mission. When I was trapped inside, I never thought you’d worry about our safety… seems I was judging gentlemen with a petty heart.”
    

    

    
      “Only in strong winds does one see the strength of grass, only in hardship does one see true hearts.” Though even without them, Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei could’ve escaped, their willingness to risk trespassing in the Imperial Palace to save them was a gesture Yan Qing would remember: “White Fox, Black Wolf, you’re both reliable teammates. On the contrary, Red Snake and I were the ones dragging our feet. Thank you for your trouble in this mission.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi chuckled softly. “No need for thanks. After all, the four of us will be committing crimes together in the future. Mutual help is only natural… Black Wolf, don’t you agree?”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s response was cold, which neither Yan Qing nor Shang Xinlei found strange. After all, she was a naturally arrogant and headstrong person, and besides, she had indeed saved the two of them. Such gratitude needed no further pleasantries.
    

    

    
      Only Ying Ru Shi vaguely sensed the complicated emotions Medicine Master Wen was experiencing. Beneath the White Fox Mask hung a mocking smile.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      A quarter of an hour earlier, third floor of Jiangnan Chef Deity Building.
    

    

    
      “Your offer is quite tempting, but I refuse.”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi pulled out a Spirit Jade to recover her Spirit, speaking calmly, “Even if you go back, I will still go to the palace to find them.”
    

    

    
      “Why?” Medicine Master Wen couldn’t understand.
    

    

    
      She had seen the sword of the woman before her—cold, ruthless, waiting for the right moment, elegant and cruel like a fox. Even now, she dared not say with confidence she could defeat White Fox. A warrior judges others through their blade. She believed White Fox was no softhearted fool, much less a person shackled by worldly morals. That was why she had proposed forming an alliance with her.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen did indeed have intentions to subjugate White Fox, but at this moment she was also genuinely offering cooperation. She recognized White Fox’s qualifications to stand alongside her.
    

    

    
      “There are many reasons, but the most important one is… my future lies beyond Foundation Building,” Ying Ru Shi said. “In the future you envisioned, the Thieves’ House is led by us two, with the other two as puppets. While we may seize the greatest benefits, it also means only the two of us will face the hardships.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen sneered, “I can’t believe you would belittle yourself like that, White Fox. Even if it’s just the two of us—”
    

    

    
      “Just the two of us is far from enough!” Ying Ru Shi retorted bluntly. “What do you think the Thieves’ House is? A petty squabble between warring states? A child’s play of court politics? The Thieves’ House is a Secret Realm! It is a battlefield prepared by the world for Messengers! If you insist on playing power games inside the Secret Realm, then I dare say, a self-righteous fool like you will never get far!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen said nothing, but her fists were clenched so tightly that the veins bulged. One could only imagine how twisted her face was behind the Black Wolf Mask. And yet, she didn’t argue or strike back—she simply listened in silence to Ying Ru Shi’s commanding reproach.
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf, I know you’re a noblewoman from a powerful family. Perhaps you’ve entered Secret Realm battles from early on, but you’ve never seen a true Secret Realm battle…”
    

    

    
      “White Fox,” Medicine Master Wen squeezed the words from between her teeth, “You don’t know me, so don’t be so self-righteous.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know you, but I know the Secret Realms,” Ying Ru Shi fired back without holding back. “Maybe you’ve fought on the front lines in First-Stage or Second-Stage Secret Realms, but what about Third-Stage? Fourth-Stage? If you’ve seen the real cruelty, you wouldn’t have such naive fantasies.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s hands trembled slightly. That was her body unconsciously relaxing from an adrenaline surge born of rage. Yet she couldn’t refute it—she had never been to a Third-Stage Secret Realm. Her father wouldn’t allow her to go.
    

    

    
      “I’ve been to a Third-Stage Secret Realm. In that place, all members must be Messengers. Even a First-Stage Messenger has an extremely high mortality rate, perishing in an instant if they’re careless,” Ying Ru Shi said. “But that’s not what I wanted to talk about. Just the demons before the Secret Realm boss can be overrun with sheer numbers, but…”
    

    

    
      At this point, Ying Ru Shi’s voice trembled slightly, as if recalling an unbearable past. “The Third-Stage Demon Lord cannot be stopped by just one or two Third-Stage Messengers. It attacks everyone, as though testing the Messengers’ strength. Fail the test, and you die instantly.”
    

    

    
      “A First-Stage Messenger has no qualifications to challenge a Third-Stage Demon Lord. A Second-Stage can barely survive. If the Third-Stage Messengers can’t unite, can’t draw its attention, they’ll be picked off one by one.”
    

    

    
      “The slave system you mentioned, Black Wolf, only works in First and Second-Stage Secret Realms. In those low-level Realms, a few powerful Messengers cooperating with many weaklings can indeed succeed. But from Third-Stage onward, if you don’t have reliable teammates, even a Third-Stage Messenger will die without a trace.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen took a deep breath and slowly unclenched her fists. “You think the Thieves’ House will become even more dangerous?”
    

    

    
      “It already has,” Ying Ru Shi replied. “Our first target was Anguo Temple, where a small number of Second-Stage monks were paired with many First-Stage ones—equivalent to a Second-Stage rating. Our second target was Shang Xuanwen. He himself is a Third-Stage Messenger, and as Prime Minister of Great Liang, he could mobilize all Messengers in the city. We just happened to ambush him at his weakest, so it didn’t seem dangerous. But that doesn’t mean the mission was easy. If we rate Jiangnan City as a Secret Realm, it’s close to Third-Stage!”
    

    

    
      “What if next time we can’t ambush the target? What about the time after that? When do you think we’ll be forced to face a Foundation Messenger head-on?”
    

    

    
      “Someday we will face a desperate situation, and when that time comes, we’ll only have each other to rely on.” Having absorbed all the Spirit Jade’s energy, she glanced at Medicine Master Wen. “So I don’t need slaves, I don’t need puppets, and I certainly don’t need scheming allies. What I need are comrades who can fight by my side.”
    

    

    
      “Let’s go, Black Wolf.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen didn’t argue. She merely followed Ying Ru Shi toward the palace. Along the way, they saw many people leaving their homes and flocking toward the city’s main roads as if heading to a festival, but they had no time to stop and investigate.
    

    

    
      “White Fox,” Medicine Master Wen suddenly asked, “that time you went to the Third-Stage Secret Realm… was the Demon Lord defeated by the Third-Stage Messengers working together?”
    

    

    
      “No.” Ying Ru Shi didn’t even look back. Her voice remained calm. “As I said, all the Third-Stage Messengers were picked off one by one by the Demon Lord.”
    

    

    
      “Then how did you survive?”
    

    

    
      After a long silence, Ying Ru Shi gave no answer, and Medicine Master Wen didn’t press further.
    

    

    
      Yet in her heart, Medicine Master Wen already had her suspicions about Ying Ru Shi’s identity. Possessing both combat prowess and leadership, entering a Third-Stage Secret Realm at a young age, and wielding refined Qi Kingdom sword techniques—if she wasn’t a royal of Qi Kingdom, then she had to be a founding noble, surely in a position of immense power.
    

    

    
      It was the first time Medicine Master Wen felt such overwhelming defeat in front of someone her own age. In vision, tolerance, and composure—she had lost completely. There were no excuses, no dignity left. And yet, there was no resentment—only a burning will.
    

    

    
      Qi Kingdom was the strongest nation in the Central Plains. White Fox might well be her greatest rival in the path to hegemony.
    

    

    
      Just as it should be!
    

    

    
      Back when the Founding Emperor of Zhou, the Martial Emperor, and Emperor Taizu of Liang divided the world and contested each other, they created countless legends still talked about today. If I, Medicine Master Wen, ride across the land without a worthy opponent, wouldn’t that take all the joy out of conquest?
    

    

    
      Just as three hundred years ago Emperor Zhaolie subdued Cao Zhengxi to carve out a historic tale, I believe, White Fox, that you will become my most treasured trophy in the future!
    

    

    
      Gazing at the palace so near at hand, Medicine Master Wen shook off her wild thoughts and began strategizing how to win people’s hearts. Though she had been persuaded by Ying Ru Shi, that didn’t mean she’d surrender all the credit. Yellow Dog and Red Snake were clearly shameless rascals. She had to seize this chance to knock them down a peg and make them realize how great a favor this rescue was. Best if they pledged eternal loyalty and obeyed her command from now on.
    

    

    
      The thought of standing on the moral high ground and scolding those two colleagues as she pleased made Medicine Master Wen let out a soft hum of delight.
    

    

    
      5.1–5.7 Double Monthly Ticket! Vote for me! Happy holidays to everyone!
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      Just after fleeing the Imperial City and reaching the safety of the street, Yan Qing called out to the two in front.
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf, catch.” Yan Qing tossed a pouch toward Medicine Master Wen, while Shang Xinlei also handed a pouch to Ying Ru Shi.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s tone was unfriendly: “What, you want us to help carry your spoils of war?”
    

    

    
      “They’re not our spoils of war—they're yours.” Yan Qing smiled. “Open it and see.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen opened the pouch and found a pair of armguards glowing with a bluish hue. Her eyes immediately lit up: “Third-Stage Rare Token · Tiger Armguards!”
    

    

    
      “After all, we went looting the Inner Treasury, while you completed the mission. A little compensation was in order.” Yan Qing said casually. “Looks like you’re satisfied?”
    

    

    
      Before Medicine Master Wen could respond, she saw Ying Ru Shi pull a sword tassel from her pouch.
    

    

    
      “Looks like a Second-Stage Rare Sword Tassel. Not sure what exact token it is, but I’m quite happy with it. Thank you, Red Snake.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen raised an eyebrow, the corners of her lips slightly upturned, but she only said, “It’s fine. Average, really.” As she spoke, she equipped the Tiger Armguards. The heavy armguards adjusted to her build, perfectly fitting her slender arms. She’d long lacked a suitable token for her hands—these came at just the right time.
    

    

    
      “As long as it’s useful.” Yan Qing didn’t mind expressing his gratitude. “Luckily we prepared in advance—otherwise, how could we live up to how much you all value us?” For him, the better the team’s atmosphere, the safer he felt. If the group were full of scheming or even survival-of-the-fittest types, he might as well ask Shang Xinlei to keep him as a companion.
    

    

    
      But upon hearing his words, Medicine Master Wen’s pretty face suddenly flushed. She felt awkward—this should’ve been a great chance to win hearts, yet all she could do was grunt in response: “Mm.”
    

    

    
      “Did you get the Heaven-Reliant Sword?” Shang Xinlei asked at that moment. But truthfully, they had already seen the sword in Medicine Master Wen’s arms. Even when she’d dragged them out of the cavern, she had clung tightly to the mission item.
    

    

    
      “Of course we did.” Ying Ru Shi looked to Yan Qing. “But we didn’t come across your insider. You might want to check if something went wrong.”
    

    

    
      “No insider? Then how did you get the Heaven-Reliant Sword?”
    

    

    
      “Obviously, we beat Shang Xuanwen down and snatched it from him.” At this, Medicine Master Wen brimmed with pride. She couldn’t help it—Shang Xuanwen was a seasoned Third-Stage veteran from the garrison. Beating him head-on was a feat. If she didn’t need to conceal her identity, just this one accomplishment would be enough for her father to grant her an official position in the Court.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei said nothing, but Yan Qing naturally knew what was on her mind, so he asked, “What about Shang Xuanwen? Did you… kill him?”
    

    

    
      “Almost.” Ying Ru Shi said with deep regret. “So close. But someone interfered, and reinforcements arrived just in time. Otherwise, we would’ve slain Great Liang’s Prime Minister right in Jiangnan City.” Her tone was as if she’d nearly completed two ultra-rare achievements—killing the Prime Minister of Great Liang was one, and doing it inside Jiangnan City was another. Not just killing, but delivering a psychological blow.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t just Shang Xinlei—even Yan Qing let out a breath of relief. Fearing unexpected developments, he quickly said, “Since the mission’s done, let’s return to the Thieves’ House.”
    

    

    
      No one objected. Medicine Master Wen gently stroked the armguards on her hands and replied coldly, “Mm.”
    

    

    
      As the four thieves returned to the Upper and Lower Ninth Archway, a palace attendant hurried into Changle Palace. This was the residence of Hermit Yu Li. The Emperor’s quarters had been destroyed, and with assassins setting fires in the Imperial City, the Emperor had temporarily moved here to stay with his great grandaunt.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, Hermit Yu Li, urgent news from outside.”
    

    

    
      Hermit Yu Li said nothing. The Emperor asked, “Have the thieves been captured?”
    

    

    
      “No news on the thieves yet.”
    

    

    
      “Then speak.”
    

    

    
      “Prime Minister Lord Xuanwen was attacked outside the city by Taohu Rebels and thieves. He has returned home to recover. Many warriors from the Ministry of Appointments were killed, and Lord Xuanwen’s guards were seriously injured.”
    

    

    
      The Emperor fell silent for a long time. “Summon the Palace Attendant Jun Liyan to the palace.”
    

    

    
      “Yes. Also… there’s another report. A sudden appearance of a Celestial Trade Order on the Trading Board. An Immortal is exchanging five Heartguard Mirrors for ordinary items owned by mortals.”
    

    

    
      “Celestial Trade Order? Heartguard Mirrors?” The Emperor perked up. “What does the Immortal want in return this time?”
    

    

    
      “All seemingly insignificant trinkets. Things like a scholar’s brush, a tailor’s needle, a dancer’s shoes, a gambler’s dice…”
    

    

    
      “What!?” The Emperor hadn’t reacted yet when Hermit Yu Li’s expression changed dramatically.
    

    

    
      The next second, the pressure of a Foundation Messenger burst out from Changle Palace. A storm of wind engulfed the entire Imperial City. The thieves had already left this bustling city, but the consequences of their crimes were only just beginning to show.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Thieves' House.
    

    

    
      The four were no longer fledglings. Upon return, they quietly sat down in their chairs. The sand table on the stone table had long since disappeared. The longsword in Medicine Master Wen’s arms floated into the air above the stone table, slowly shedding its ancient scabbard, revealing a blade that hadn’t dulled in three centuries.
    

    

    
      《Heaven-Reliant Sword》！
    

    

    
      Countless radiant streams surged from the blade, transforming into a series of light-formed images—fragments of the great moments it once witnessed. The four of them watched the fleeting pictures, piecing together a rough story: A young man carrying the Heaven-Reliant Sword aspired to serve his country. He rose to prominence, yet ultimately fell before other peerless heroes of his era. Despite defeat, he was still trusted and honored, eventually achieving immortal merit beyond the empire.
    

    

    
      When the lights faded and brilliance vanished, the Heaven-Reliant Sword was no longer plain and ancient. Its sharp edge and noble aura were fully revealed. Even the scabbard had changed—one side carved with mountains, rivers, and flora; the other with sun, moon, and stars.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The moment the Heaven-Reliant Sword returned to its sheath, it was as if a deity struck an anvil with a mighty hammer, sending out countless orange sparks that nearly drowned the entire Thieves' House—bestowing upon the Heaven-Reliant Sword a coronation three centuries overdue!
    

    

    
      As the lights dimmed, they opened their eyes to find orange flames igniting a poetic inscription on the scabbard. Just by reading the verse, it was as if they could hear the song of a passionate youth echo in their ears:
    

    

    
      『How I wish to wield the Heaven-Reliant Sword and cross the seas to slay the giant whale!』
    

    

    
      The Thieves' House projected the Heaven-Reliant Sword’s details above the stone table, immediately igniting their burning gazes:
    

    

    
      「Heaven-Reliant Sword」
    

    

    
      「Grade: Second-Stage Legendary」
    

    

    
      「Durability: 100/100」
    

    

    
      「Base Attack Power: 30~40 Points」
    

    

    
      「Equip Requirement: 15 Vital Energy and Blood, 10 Spirit Meter」
    

    

    
      「Equip Requirement: Advanced Sword Technique MAX」
    

    

    
      「Weight: 1 Jin 13 Liang」
    

    

    
      「Length: 2 Chi 7 Cun」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Era of Peace: ‘Only by not contending can one be without rivals.’ When the Heaven-Reliant Sword is sheathed, a Heaven-Reliant Domain forms within ten steps of the wielder. All within gain increasing Vital Energy and Blood, Spirit Meter, and Dexterity. Effects begin after one hour and peak at ten hours, increasing by up to 10 points. The effect lingers for 30 days after leaving the domain.」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Era of Chaos: ‘If Heaven-Reliant remains hidden, who dares compete?’ Consecutive strikes against the same enemy deal +25 bonus damage, stacking with each hit. The effect decays layer by layer every 10 seconds. Drawing the sword disables the Era of Peace effect.」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Tyranny: 『Rather let me betray the world than let the world betray me!』
    

    

    
      Consume all current Spirit Meter to activate Tyranny. All recipients (regardless of range) lose their Era of Peace buffs, and suffer -5 to Vital Energy and Blood, Spirit Meter, and Dexterity for 30 minutes.
    

    

    
      You instantly recover from all injuries and unleash a shockwave that repels enemies and projectiles.
    

    

    
      During Tyranny, the Chaos effect does not decay.
    

    

    
      During Tyranny, all Era of Peace bonuses taken from others are added to the wielder, up to +100 for each stat.
    

    

    
      Base duration is 10 seconds. Each lost max Era of Peace buff extends the duration by 1 second.
    

    

    
      Before Tyranny ends, the wielder enters ‘Heaven-Reliant Overlord Body’ state, making them nearly immune to displacement, stun, or interruption effects. All damage taken is reduced by 30% and absorbed by the Overlord Body. However, the accumulated damage will erupt once Tyranny ends.」
    

    

    
      「Evaluation: A Tyrant in Chaos, a Capable Minister in Peace.」
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      Second-Stage Legendary!
    

    

    
      Upon seeing the grade of the Heaven-Reliant Sword, Medicine Master Wen became increasingly convinced of Ying Ru Shi’s earlier speculation.
    

    

    
      The number of Secret Realms in the world was beyond count, yet none broke the rule of "what you reap depends on what you sow." Never had a First-Stage Secret Realm yielded a grand reward, nor had a Fourth-Stage one ever given trash. It was as if some supreme deity silently and impartially priced all things, bestowing upon mortals both rewards and trials.
    

    

    
      That the Thieves’ House rewarded a Second-Stage Legendary Token meant it acknowledged the heightened difficulty of this mission. It further implied that the Thieves’ House indeed adjusted mission difficulty — and that future tasks would only become more challenging, with increasingly lavish rewards. Medicine Master Wen had never heard of a Secret Realm capable of dynamically adjusting difficulty, much less one that bound Messengers such that only death or failure could release them from an unending trial.
    

    

    
      The four of them were like passengers on a ship sailing into a turbulent sea, or a carriage racing toward the underworld. Some might leave, some might perish — but as long as one survived, the Thieves’ House would carry the remaining to the peak, or to their doom.
    

    

    
      This realization did not dawn on Medicine Master Wen alone. The others, too, recognized something extraordinary in the shift in rewards. Shang Xinlei couldn’t help but say, “This time it’s a Second-Stage… does that mean the next mission will reward a Third-Stage Legendary? And the one after that, a Fourth-Stage? Could it be that the Thieves’ House will keep raising the stakes, all the way to Fourth, Fifth, or even Sixth-Stage?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know whether to look forward to it or be terrified,” Ying Ru Shi replied with a wry smile. “To get that Heaven-Reliant Sword, Black Wolf and I gave it everything we had. If the Thieves’ House truly plans to reward us with a Third-Stage Legendary next time… it might be a trial that truly tests the four of us. As for a Fourth-Stage Legendary… I might have to say farewell and voluntarily withdraw. After all, no matter how powerful the token is — you need to survive to use it.”
    

    

    
      “White Fox has a point. Unless something unexpected happens, the Thieves’ House missions will grow tougher.” Yan Qing nodded in agreement, but then changed tone: “But we also shouldn’t overestimate the difficulty. The Thieves’ House isn’t a combat Secret Realm. We’re not warriors — we’re thieves.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing admired Ying Ru Shi greatly. Be it temperament, virtue, vision, or strength, she was unquestionably the most well-rounded thief. Before tonight, if he had to choose just one companion out of the four, Ying Ru Shi would’ve been his first choice. Thus, as the mission planner, he didn’t mind saying a bit more to reassure her.
    

    

    
      “In both of our missions, we didn’t follow the optimal route. At Anguo Temple, while we failed to infiltrate flawlessly, at least we didn’t stir up too much trouble. But this time in Jiangnan City, we went from ‘theft’ to outright ‘robbery.’” As he spoke, Yan Qing looked slightly vexed — Rat Monk had been of little help: “Had it not been for so many unexpected events tonight, we could’ve taken the Heaven-Reliant Sword without anyone knowing — instead, we alarmed the whole city, nearly clashing with the Court of Liang’s Messengers.”
    

    

    
      “If harder missions come in the future, we can simply avoid conflict and focus on theft planning. And if things go south, we can always abandon the mission.”
    

    

    
      Thinking about it, they had stolen to the point of almost battling the Imperial Guards. Anyone unaware would think they were staging a coup. Even a political uprising might have caused less commotion.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi mused for a moment and nodded slowly. “Yellow Dog, you make sense. Plus, our strength won’t stagnate. If one day we get a mission tied to the Foundation Messenger, perhaps we’ll already be strong enough to face Fourth-Stage head-on.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps because Wolf and Fox had returned to rescue Snake and Dog, the bond between the four finally began to thaw. The atmosphere within the Thieves’ House was better than ever — though Shang Xinlei, watching Yan Qing actively speak to Ying Ru Shi, rested her chin on her hand, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      Foreseeing greater challenges ahead, their gazes upon the Heaven-Reliant Sword grew more fervent. There were many ways for a Messenger to grow stronger — learning martial techniques, mastering secret arts, job advancement — but none matched the leap in power from obtaining a powerful token!
    

    

    
      As a Legendary Token, the Heaven-Reliant Sword held an unparalleled allure for each of them.
    

    

    
      Order Domain not only enhanced the sword bearer’s power but also benefited others, and by a great margin — 10 points to Vital Energy and Blood, Spirit, and Dexterity. Enough to turn a coward into a war god, a sickly person into a powerhouse. Even for a Messenger, it was akin to gaining the boost of another job advancement. If leveraged properly, it could win people over like a deadly weapon of charm.
    

    

    
      Chaos Authority, simple yet brutal with massive potential. Though the damage stacking had a time limit, pairing it with a token that boosted attack speed could make its lethality skyrocket to unimaginable levels. Killing across stages would be a breeze.
    

    

    
      Dominance came at a hefty price, but in a real crisis, who’d care about costs? It could even delay damage for a while, possibly saving lives at the critical moment.
    

    

    
      Not just the three of them — even Yan Qing was tempted.
    

    

    
      Though Bingzi Pepper Forest wasn’t bad, it leaned toward team synergy, with a stable skill combo setup. But he was a lone wolf, mostly just helping low-level characters enchant their weapons.
    

    

    
      If the Heaven-Reliant Sword were in a game, it wouldn’t be nearly as useful. Order required 10 hours to boost the three stats by 10 points — unless you were constantly in a team, who’d stay with you that long? Chaos was potent and cost no Spirit, but players didn’t need to be stingy — there were plenty of high-cost, high-output tokens. Others would finish mobs in five seconds, while the sword needed ten seconds for max output. Dominance? Don’t even mention it — without an Order setup, it was just ten seconds of undeath.
    

    

    
      All in all, both Heaven-Reliant Sword and Bingzi Pepper Forest were like beautiful but useless toys.
    

    

    
      But in reality, those problems disappeared. Boosting attributes and reducing Spirit cost meant stronger bodies and longer combat endurance — both decisive factors in Secret Realm battles. Compared to life and death, a bit of time spent was negligible.
    

    

    
      “Everyone,” Medicine Master Wen suddenly smiled, “I’ll be taking the Heaven-Reliant Sword.”
    

    

    
      Though the settlement wasn’t complete, she already considered the sword hers. She couldn’t help it — she and Ying Ru Shi had seized it together, and her contribution was greater. Moreover, after the last mission, she had retained the most Thief Points.
    

    

    
      That’s why she didn’t mind Snake and Dog raiding the Imperial Secret Treasury — she knew they had gained a lot, but in doing so, they forfeited their right to compete for the Legendary Token.
    

    

    
      But Ying Ru Shi wasn’t giving up either — her eyes locked on the Heaven-Reliant Sword. “Black Wolf, aren’t you already Third-Stage? And you don’t even use swords. Why not save your bid for a future Third-Stage Legendary?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was surprised to hear this, but Yan Qing had long suspected. After leaving the treasury, Medicine Master Wen had pulled him up with one hand, effortlessly — despite his bags and overflowing Vital Energy and Blood, which made him extremely heavy. In contrast, he had to use hands and feet to pull up Shang Xinlei. Unless she weighed double, it meant Medicine Master Wen’s Vital Energy and Blood was at least twice his own.
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, Yan Qing glanced at Shang Xinlei. She caught his gaze, unaware of what absurd thought he was having, and made a hush gesture — clearly in the mood to spectate the drama.
    

    

    
      “Time waits for no one,” said Medicine Master Wen. “I may not use swords, but the Order Domain is extremely useful for me. I won’t give it up. White Fox, don’t waste your breath.”
    

    

    
      She had considered saving points for a future Third-Stage Legendary Token — but abandoned the thought. Too risky. What if she failed to steal next time? What if she didn’t make a key contribution? Arrogant though she was, Medicine Master Wen acknowledged her teammates weren’t the Mediocre Masses. Had it not been for Yellow Dog’s inside contact going awry, this mission might have been dominated by him again.
    

    

    
      A bird in the hand was worth two in the bush. With the Order Domain of the Heaven-Reliant Sword, she was confident she could massively expand the Embroidered Guard’s influence — taking another step toward toppling her father’s stranglehold over the Court!
    

    

    
      Seeing that words were futile, Ying Ru Shi fell silent. The next move would be action. Even if her points were fewer than Black Wolf’s, a swift bid might still give her a chance!
    

    

    
      At that moment, the Thieves’ House finalized the settlement. A new line of text appeared on the screen:
    

    

    
      “Heaven-Reliant Sword Theft Case”
    

    

    
      “Mission Difficulty: Easy”
    

    

    
      “Mission Completion: Meritorious Deed (From lowest to highest: Insignificant, Inadequate, Meritorious Deed, Exceptional, Monumental)”
    

    

    
      “Mission Reward: 30 Thief Points”
    

    

    
      “Thief Points can accumulate, are only spendable within the Thieves’ House, and cannot be traded. Losing eligibility to enter the Thieves’ House will erase all points.”
    

    

    
      With the clatter of chips falling, numbers appeared on the screen before them — their previous totals added to the 30-point reward.
    

    

    
      Next was the individual breakdown.
    

    

    
      “Yellow Dog’s Mission Settlement List”
    

    

    
      “Leave No Loot Behind: You explored a royal secret treasury and gained much historical insight. +10 points.”
    

    

    
      “Daring Escape: You engaged and escaped from a Foundation Messenger. +5 points.”
    

    

    
      “You gain 15 bonus Thief Points.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was surprised. He hadn’t expected that opening the side quest treasury would net him extra points, or that being hit once by a Foundation Messenger counted as engagement. If that was the case, could he just throw a dart from 800 meters next time and farm Thief Points?
    

    

    
      Base 30, bonus 15, plus 14 from last time — Yan Qing now had a total of 59 Thief Points. He glanced at Shang Xinlei’s points: 56. Same rating. Both had gained 45 points this round.
    

    

    
      “What!?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, two loud bangs rang out — Medicine Master Wen slammed both fists onto the stone table and whipped her head toward Ying Ru Shi. Even with her mask on, everyone could imagine her eyes bloodshot with rage. If not for the Thieves’ House forcing her to stay seated, she’d have lunged at Ying Ru Shi by now.
    

    

    
      Black Wolf: 80 Thief Points
    

    

    
      White Fox: 86 Thief Points
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      Yan Qing couldn’t quite remember. He leaned slightly toward Shang Xinlei and whispered, “What were their last stored points again…”
    

    

    
      “White Fox: 7 points. Black Wolf: 25 points.” Shang Xinlei covered her mouth as she replied, her voice filled with schadenfreude: “This is going to be a good show.”
    

    

    
      In other words, Black Wolf had gained 55 thief points from this mission, while White Fox had earned 79 — but didn’t the two of them act together? How did a 24-point gap appear?
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen clenched both fists tightly. The Tiger Armguards that Yan Qing had just given her now glowed with a misty blue light, manifesting the appearance of a Tiger Beast. On the way here, Shang Xinlei had secretly explained to him that the Tiger Armguards possessed three powers — but the most important one was ‘Tiger Empowerment’, which added the strength of a tiger’s claw to the next attack without consuming spirit energy. However, it required the Messenger to erupt with enough force from both hands to awaken the tiger beast soul within.
    

    

    
      Even among Third-Stage Messengers, many martial artists found it difficult to unleash the power of the Tiger Armguards. That’s why this Third-Stage Rare Token had remained sealed in the underground treasury. Yet, Medicine Master Wen easily met the requirement simply by sitting there and clenching her fists. It showed how perfectly suited the token was for her — how rich her vital energy and blood were, how ferocious her rage was!
    

    

    
        “White Fox.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen took a deep breath, but still couldn’t suppress her emotions. Through gritted teeth, she said, “I need an explanation. If we had earned the same number of points, I could accept it. But I clearly contributed the most — why did you end up with so many more points than I did?”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi raised three fingers.
    

    

    
      “The first — the ambush location was arranged by me. It played a decisive role in our battle with Shang Xuanwen, even more critical than the battle itself. That’s ten points.”
    

    

    
      “The second — it was my key strike that disarmed Shang Xuanwen of the Heaven-Reliant Sword. That’s ten points. Still, my combat contribution was less than yours, so they cancel each other out. Along with the credit from the Serpent-Patterned Rope and others, I ended up with nine more points than you.”
    

    

    
      “What about the other five?” Medicine Master Wen pressed impatiently, “There’s nowhere else! What else did you do better than me!?”
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi didn’t reply. Her eyes under the White Fox Mask glanced sideways toward Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen froze. “Don’t tell me…”
    

    

    
      “Correct,” Ying Ru Shi nodded, unable to suppress a smile. “The Thieves’ House acknowledged my idea and rewarded me five thief points.”
    

    

    
      At the bottom of Ying Ru Shi’s settlement list was the following evaluation:
    

    

    
      『Leader’s Bearing: You convinced your teammates to rescue others. 5 points』
    

    

    
      Although she hadn’t done it for the reward, seeing the Thieves’ House recognize her belief in teamwork did bring Ying Ru Shi a flicker of joy. More importantly, this five-point gap had decisively secured her victory in the battle for the Heaven-Reliant Sword.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen said nothing more. She sat silently on the chair, her head lowered, staring at the stone table — like a mute statue of stone. Yet she was even more terrifying now than moments ago, like a dormant volcano, and once it erupted, it would bring destruction and death without end.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing swallowed hard. He didn’t know if the Thieves’ House permitted fighting, and he certainly didn’t want them to test it out. So he quickly changed the subject: “I’ve gathered a lot of tokens. If you see something useful later, you can name your price and buy it off me.”
    

    

    
      “Exactly.” Shang Xinlei no longer dared to enjoy the show. “I’m from Jiangnan, and these stolen goods are hard to sell. I’ll need your help.”
    

    

    
      What Yan Qing said wasn’t just to appease Medicine Master Wen. This batch of loot was genuinely troublesome. Although he had a Treasure-Hunting Token, he hadn’t checked these items' system information, so he couldn’t list them. But there was a workaround — like creating an alternate character in Jiangnan, handing the loot to Shang Xinlei, and having her give it to the alt, which would then send the loot into the system warehouse.
    

    

    
      But if they could fence the goods directly within the Thieves’ House, all that trouble could be skipped. As far as he could tell, both Black Wolf and White Fox were loaded. He was probably the only one here who genuinely needed to work to survive.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi said nothing. She understood Medicine Master Wen’s feelings. Wen had been so confident, so untouchable — only to be utterly humiliated moments later. Of course she’d feel hatred. Though the Thieves’ House acknowledged Ying Ru Shi’s contributions more, she knew in her heart that she hadn’t truly done better than Medicine Master Wen — this time was just luck.
    

    

    
      And Medicine Master Wen wasn’t wrong. Her pride came from her strength and contribution. If their roles were reversed, Ying Ru Shi would feel the same — that this was a grievous humiliation, one that had to be washed away with blood. That’s how precious dignity was.
    

    

    
      If it had been any other Legendary Token, Ying Ru Shi might have given it up, since team harmony was worth more than momentary gain. But the Heaven-Reliant Sword was too important. She couldn’t give it up. She could only stay silent — because anything she said would only add fuel to the fire.
    

    

    
      At that moment, a glowing disc opened on the Thieves’ House ceiling, lowering four items that immediately caught everyone’s attention.
    

    

    
      「Based on the thieves’ mission performance, the Thieves’ House has selected four items from the treasury as bonus rewards.」
    

    

    
      「Comprehension Pill」
    

    
      「Quantity: Seven pills」
    

    
      「Effect: Increases comprehension by 30 points, lasts seven days.」
    

    
      「Evaluation: After eating one, you’ll want more.」
    

    
        
    

    
      /
    

    
        「Essence of the Red Furnace」
    

    
      「Usage: Legendary Tokens only」
    

    
      「Effect: Raises the grade of a Legendary Token by one stage, but permanently reduces its durability. The higher the grade, the more durability lost.」
    

    
      「Evaluation: True gold fears no fire, and the Red Furnace fears no gold.」
    

    
        
    

    
      /
    

    
        「Random Secret Technique Book」
    

    
      「Usage: Must have at least one advanced skill mastered」
    

    
      「Effect: Based on your skills, instantly comprehend a Secret Technique you haven’t learned.」
    

    
      「Evaluation: What suits you might be the best, but not necessarily the strongest.」
    

    
        
    

    
      /
    

    
        「Life-Preserving Pill」
    

    
      「Usage: None」
    

    
      「Effect: When receiving fatal damage, retains 1 point of absolute HP. This HP is immune to bleeding and other damage-over-time effects, and can only be harmed by direct attacks. The effect is permanent until triggered. Until then, other similar pills have no effect.」
    

    
      「Evaluation: A byproduct of the Heavens’ attempt to craft an Immortality Pill — far from the real thing.」
    

    

    
      Four items — one more than last time — and each with significant upgrades!
    

    

    
      Forget the Comprehension Pill for now — both the Essence of the Red Furnace and the Secret Technique Book were exactly what Yan Qing needed. The former could enhance Bingzi Pepper Forest; the latter, combined with the Secret Technique Book: Left Curve, Right Sweep, could help Yan Qing quickly master two Secret Techniques and pave the way to his Third Job Change!
    

    
        
    

    
      The final Life-Preserving Pill was also hard to give up. Once consumed, its effect would last until triggered — essentially granting him another life. Combined with a Return Token, even if Yan Qing got ambushed by a Foundation Messenger during an outside mission, he’d still have a slim chance of survival!
    

    
        
    

    
      Every single one was immensely useful, every single one a necessity. Yan Qing regretted again why he’d wasted time running around with Shang Xinlei — now look at him, not only did he fail to get the Heaven-Reliant Sword, he’d probably only afford one of these four items!
    

    

    
      「All reward items from this mission are as follows: Heaven-Reliant Sword, Comprehension Pill (x7), Essence of the Red Furnace, Random Secret Technique Book, Life-Preserving Pill.」
    

    

    
      「Now begins the auction phase. You may bid on the items using Thief Points. Minimum bid: 10 points. Each raise must be at least 5 points. Thieves who’ve already won a bid will have bidding priority in the next round.」
    

    

    
      「First item: Heaven-Reliant Sword. Please place your bids.」
    

    

    
      Unlike last time, the hall fell into silence after the Thieves’ House made its announcement.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi said nothing, merely looking quietly at Medicine Master Wen. They said nothing, and as outsiders, neither Yan Qing nor Shang Xinlei dared break the silence.
    

    

    
      After a long while, Medicine Master Wen slowly exhaled.
    

    

    
      “This time, I admit defeat.” She enunciated each word. “But next time, I will never lose again.”
    

    

    
      “Looking forward to it.” Ying Ru Shi smiled.
    

    

    
      “I bid 80 points,” said Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      “I bid 85!” Ying Ru Shi immediately followed.
    

    

    
      「White Fox bids 85 points for the Heaven-Reliant Sword」
    

    

    
      「No one present can outbid 85 thief points. The Heaven-Reliant Sword goes to White Fox.」
    

    

    
      Under everyone’s envious gazes, the Heaven-Reliant Sword floated from above the stone table and landed in front of Ying Ru Shi, who gripped it. She drew the sword more than halfway out, letting everyone admire its sharp edge before slowly sheathing it again and tying it at her waist. Then she raised her hands near the chair to show that she neither would nor could participate in the remaining bidding.
    

    

    
      The other three turned their eyes back to the stone table, staring at the four floating reward items. They knew that what came next in the Thieves’ bidding… would be a face-ripping storm of blood and fury!
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      「The second item is the Comprehension Pill. Thieves, please place your bids.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen immediately said, “I bid 25 points.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei’s expressions instantly turned sour. They couldn’t tell whether Medicine Master Wen genuinely wanted to bid, or if she simply intended to drain their points.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen currently had 80 points. If she won the item at 25 points, she would still have 55 left and gain the priority to bid on the next item. Because each round required a minimum increase of 5 points, even Yan Qing with 59 Thief Points wouldn’t be able to compete with her. This way, Medicine Master Wen could secure two rewards.
    

    

    
      But if they raised the bid to 30 points for the Comprehension Pill, Medicine Master Wen would likely drop out. The person who won the Comprehension Pill would then be disqualified from the next round of bidding, and Medicine Master Wen would still likely claim two rewards.
    

    

    
      “25 points going once, 25 points going twice, 25 points going three times.”
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf wins the Comprehension Pill.”
    

    

    
      Even as the Thieves' House declared the result three times, Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei didn’t raise their bids. They watched as Medicine Master Wen secured seven Comprehension Pills at an unbelievably low price. Meeting everyone’s gaze, she said casually, “I managed to achieve three job changes so quickly thanks to the Comprehension Pill I won last time. Thank you all for letting me have this one.”
    

    

    
      Although that’s what she said, not everyone believed her. Her bid alone made it clear—Medicine Master Wen wasn’t just some hot-headed brute. She also had a calculating side. Her emotional instability hadn’t become an obstacle—on the contrary, she flared up when it was time to flare up and calmed down when necessary, showing no signs of inner turmoil. Among the four, she might actually be the most mentally sound.
    

    

    
      But regardless, getting seven Comprehension Pills for just 25 Thief Points was a bargain. The only catch was that their value could only be fully realized through intense combat. That’s why Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei gave them up so easily—especially Yan Qing, who had yet to enter a Secret Realm. Shang Xinlei had no plans to train in a Secret Realm for now either. To them, bidding for Comprehension Pills would yield minimal short-term gains—wasted, really.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen was very satisfied. She wasn’t lying—it was thanks to the Comprehension Pills that she had grasped a new secret technique at an astonishing speed and completed her third job change before the second mission. But on the eighth day after taking the pills, she had woken up in the morning feeling like she was sick. The entire world seemed unfamiliar, everything felt strangely off, and it was hard to concentrate—she felt... stupid.
    

    

    
      It took her hours to accept the harsh truth: she wasn’t sick, just back to her former self.
    

    

    
      She made up her mind that from now on, she would bid on every bottle of Comprehension Pills. No way was she going to let them realize how amazing it felt to be smart.
    

    

    
      「The third item is the Red Furnace Fire Essence. Thieves, please place your bids.」
    

    

    
      “I bid 50 points!” Medicine Master Wen shouted again. She took full advantage of her priority bid and offered a price that made both Snake and Dog visibly uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      Both of them were eligible to bid—and could win with that bid—but the cost would nearly drain their Thief Points.
    

    

    
      It was obvious she wasn’t bidding to win. She was trying to exhaust their Thief Points!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing and Shang Xinlei couldn’t help but glance at Medicine Master Wen. She didn’t avoid their gaze and met their eyes directly—when cooperating, they could be united, but when it came to dividing the spoils, every inch had to be contested. Medicine Master Wen bore no moral burden and had no intention of being polite—she was raised with that mentality.
    

    

    
      The Zhou Kingdom was founded by a military meritocracy. Essentially, a pack of jackals feasting under a wolf king—backing down wouldn't earn goodwill, but would only make others think you’re meat.
    

    

    
      Besides, among the three, the Thieves’ House recognized Medicine Master Wen as the one who contributed most. Therefore, she deserved to dominate the auction. A true leader bore the greatest burden and took the lion’s share—that was what made one worthy of being followed!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing considered for a moment, and just as the Thieves’ House was about to finalize the bid with three strikes, he finally spoke: “I—”
    

    

    
      But before he could act, Shang Xinlei cut him off with her own bid: “I bid 55 points.”
    

    

    
      “55 points going once, 55 points going twice, 55 points going three times.”
    

    

    
      “Red Snake wins the Red Furnace Fire Essence.”
    

    

    
      Not winning the Red Furnace Fire Essence left Yan Qing a little disappointed, but it also steeled his resolve. That meant the next item—the Random Secret Technique Book—was something he had to win. The problem was, did Medicine Master Wen want it too, or was she aiming for the Life-Saving Pill?
    

    

    
      If Medicine Master Wen also wanted the Secret Technique Book, Yan Qing would need to bid at least 51 points to stop her. But then, Medicine Master Wen could obtain the Life-Saving Pill for a dirt-cheap price and still have over 40 Thief Points left.
    

    

    
      Damn it—winning two rewards and still saving that many points, practically guaranteeing the Legendary Token in the next mission. Yan Qing felt like they were all just working for Medicine Master Wen—the Thieves’ House wouldn’t tolerate someone that overpowered!
    

    

    
      If she made the first move, Yan Qing had to follow up with a bigger one. He couldn’t let her take all the advantage—at the very least, she needed to bleed for it.
    

    

    
      「The fourth item is the Random Secret Technique Book. Thieves, please place your bids.」
    

    

    
      As soon as the Thieves’ House finished speaking, Yan Qing immediately called out, “I bid 29 points!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen slightly frowned.
    

    

    
      This bid was ambiguous—it seemed sincere, yet could also be bait to lure her into raising the price. Based on her assessment, Yan Qing probably hadn’t reached his third job change yet (he hadn’t even done his second, in fact). The Secret Technique Book should be a must-have for him.
    

    

    
      However, the final item—the Life-Saving Pill—was no less valuable than the Secret Technique Book, perhaps even more so. After all, Secret Technique Books could be found through other means, but she had never even heard of a Life-Saving Pill. It likely only appeared in fourth-stage Secret Realms or higher.
    

    

    
      To Medicine Master Wen, the Life-Saving Pill was undoubtedly more important. There was no need to jeopardize it just to bleed Yan Qing dry.
    

    

    
      “29 points going once, 29 points going twice, 29 points going three times.”
    

    

    
      “Yellow Dog wins the Random Secret Technique Book.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing finally secured the Secret Technique Book and felt relieved. The Advanced Footwork Manual was already en route. If he could also get an Advanced Dual Blade Manual, he could use the Random Secret Technique Book and the Left Curve, Right Sweep manual to achieve a third job change at record speed.
    

    

    
      Before reaching Foundation level, his path was smooth.
    

    

    
      「The fifth item is the Life-Saving Pill. Thieves, please place your bids.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing immediately wagered all his remaining points: “I bid 30 points.”
    

    

    
      Obviously, this was revenge for Medicine Master Wen’s earlier bid. But she wasn’t upset. She calmly responded, “I bid 35 points.”
    

    

    
      Everyone watched the Life-Saving Pill go to Medicine Master Wen. Not to mention the others—even Yan Qing felt a twinge of envy. Being able to survive a guaranteed fatal blow was priceless. In this real-mode setting, death meant true death.
    

    

    
      Had the Life-Saving Pill been auctioned first, there’s no way Medicine Master Wen could’ve won it at such a low cost.
    

    

    
      Even after taking a hit from Yan Qing, Medicine Master Wen still came out the biggest winner. She secured two bottles of pills and had 20 Thief Points left—second highest in the group.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had 30 points, placing first overall.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi had 1 point left, and Shang Xinlei had 0—both essentially starting from scratch.
    

    

    
      “Did you all notice something?” Ying Ru Shi suddenly spoke up after the division of loot. “This time, the starting bid wasn’t 5 points, but 10.”
    

    

    
      “Maybe the rewards were better, so the starting price was raised too?” Shang Xinlei speculated.
    

    

    
      “If the starting bid increases every time, we might eventually face a situation where we have no points left to bid,” Medicine Master Wen said.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought to himself—it’s not that complicated. It’s just a way to drain your Thief Points.
    

    

    
      From the very start, Yan Qing had realized something about the Thieves’ House: randomly matched players might end up becoming friends.
    

    

    
      Not that it was a problem—《The Messenger》 was an MMORPG, and social interaction was its core. Letting players bond through instances and play for their friends was the ultimate goal of the game’s design.
    

    

    
      But if players in the Thieves’ House became too close, they could just agree among themselves to bid the minimum and not raise prices—rendering Thief Points meaningless. Raising the starting bid was a way to encourage players to actively steal, or else the points earned in a single mission wouldn’t even cover the minimum bid.
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      Right at that moment, the narration from the Thieves' House delivered an explosive piece of news:
    

    

    
      「Due to insufficient completion of this mission, you are unable to conceal your criminal actions. Your deeds will now be widely known. The Divine Marquis Estate has discovered that you committed crimes again during your wanted period and has decided to increase your bounty and extend the wanted duration to fifty days. If you commit another crime during this period, the Divine Marquis Estate will dispatch one Silver Badge Constable and three Bronze Badge Constables to hunt you down.」
    

    

    
      「The next mission will be issued at noon fifteen days from now. At that time, you will be forcibly transported to the Thieves' House. Please be aware.」
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, a grand voice resounded in everyone’s ears:
    

    

    
      「Divine Marquis Estate Proclamation: Four notorious criminals of the Thieves' House have committed another crime. They successfully stole the Legendary Token · Heaven-Reliant Sword in Jiangnan. The Divine Marquis Estate has updated the wanted posters of the thieves and will capture them during their next crime.」
    

    

    
      The proclamation rang out three times. But unlike last time, now everyone knew what it meant. Moreover, it was nighttime outside... The proclamation from the Divine Marquis Estate felt like being dragged from under the blankets and getting struck three times with a loud gong.
    

    

    
      More importantly, the proclamation contained a rather troubling message.
    

    

    
      “Silver Badge Constable, Bronze Badge Constables…” Ying Ru Shi muttered, “Could they be demon entities from the Secret Realm of the Divine Marquis Estate?”
    

    

    
      “I recall the Divine Marquis Estate is a Third-Stage Secret Realm…” Shang Xinlei’s voice was a little bitter: “Which means they’re at least Third-Stage demon entities. The Silver Badge Constable is likely an elite demon.”
    

    

    
      “They want to catch us?” Medicine Master Wen could still laugh: “Let’s see who takes whom.”
    

    

    
      “Those demon entities from the Divine Marquis Estate won’t reveal our identities, right?” Ying Ru Shi asked worriedly.
    

    

    
      “They shouldn’t.” Yan Qing said, “But if we show our true faces in front of them, then who knows.”
    

    

    
      Truth be told, Yan Qing didn’t fully understand the pursuit system. He had only casually mentioned in the planning draft: ‘Could add pursuit segments to increase player pressure.’ He hadn’t expected the company to not only implement it but also link it with other instances. However, he was certain the pursuit system wouldn’t directly expose player identities. After all, the core fun of the Thieves' House lay in ‘appearing decent on the surface while secretly committing crimes.’ Revealing players’ identities outright would destroy the whole point of the instance—unless players deliberately exposed themselves to gain fame.
    

    

    
      Everyone made a few guesses but couldn’t come to a conclusion. After all, no one had entered the Secret Realm of the Divine Marquis Estate before. At this point, they were free to leave. After wreaking havoc in Jiangnan City for a full hour, they were all exhausted and bid each other farewell before logging off.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was exhausted. He took off his clothes and collapsed into bed, too lazy even to shower. However, he had barely lain down when someone knocked on the door.
    

    

    
      I swear, I’ll never mess with women again, Yan Qing thought.
    

    

    
      Even though he already knew who it was, Yan Qing still got dressed, put on his mask, equipped Bingzi Pepper Forest, and opened the door. He looked at Shang Xinlei standing outside and spoke with extreme coldness: “Don’t think that—”
    

    

    
      “Here.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing caught what Shang Xinlei had tossed over, and his drowsiness was nearly shaken off completely. The item in his hands was incredibly warm, even emitting a faint pulse. It didn’t feel like a dead object—it was as if a living flame resided within it.
    

    

    
      Essence of the Red Furnace—what Shang Xinlei had spent 55 Thief Points to win in the auction—was just thrown to him like that.
    

    

    
      “Your Bingzi Pepper Forest is still First-Stage, right? Using this will upgrade it to Second-Stage.”
    

    

    
      “Why give it to me?”
    

    

    
      “Because I already have a Third-Stage Legendary Throwing Ring. My next step is the Fourth-Stage, but I can’t even use Fourth-Stage Tokens yet. By the time I’ve built my Foundation and use the Essence of the Red Furnace to upgrade, the timing might already be too late.” Shang Xinlei shrugged, “But if you use it, your combat power increases immediately.”
    

    

    
      What she said wasn’t wrong. Foundation Tokens were indeed far superior to Third-Stage Tokens, but in most cases, even if she obtained a Foundation Token, she couldn’t activate it. Not to mention that she would never meet the equipment conditions. Even using it as a whiteboard weapon for basic attacks would severely underperform. The rarer a Token, the better—but a higher Stage wasn’t necessarily more suitable. Only Tokens matching one’s own realm could be wielded smoothly.
    

    

    
      “You know that’s not what I was asking,” Yan Qing looked at her. “This is your item—why are you giving it to me?”
    

    

    
      “Even though we went in together, in the end, it was you who saved me.” Shang Xinlei scratched her cheek and looked away: “As the saying goes, a life-saving favor is hard to repay… this is to repay your kindness.”
    

    

    
      Her cheeks turned slightly red as she spoke. In the Inner Treasury, when she found out Yan Qing had a Return Token, she got so excited that she blurted out a bunch of thoughtless words. She had assumed that from then on, they’d be moving together as a team and thus had fewer reservations. Who would’ve thought Yan Qing actually bought a key from the outside, and now they were back to only meeting through the Thieves' House instance… Recalling how she’d even made a pact to become a notorious criminal duo with him, Shang Xinlei couldn’t help but feel a bit ashamed.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked, thinking she made a good point. “Alright, I’ll accept it. You can leave now.”
    

    

    
      “That’s it?” Shang Xinlei stared at him. “Don’t you… have anything else to say?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing suddenly realized and pointed at the Grass Wristband on her arm: “You haven’t returned that to me yet.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not giving it back!” Shang Xinlei protectively covered her Grass Wristband: “Besides, you gave it to me. How could you have the nerve to ask for it back?”
    

    

    
      “I never said it was a gift. I only lent it to you.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t care. It’s mine now!” Shang Xinlei was getting flustered: “Don’t you have anything else to say to me?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought for a moment: “Fine. You can repay the rest slowly. No rush.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      “You said you can’t repay me enough, right? One Essence of the Red Furnace surely isn’t enough. But you can pay me back slowly. Just remember that you owe me. And stop disturbing my rest in the future.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, Yan Qing was about to close the door. But Shang Xinlei thrust her soft, meaty thigh into the door crack. The plush curve between her shorts and stockings nearly bounced the door back—it was completely unprotected. Yan Qing paused upon seeing this, suddenly recalling her Defensive Token had been destroyed.
    

    

    
      Though she wore a mask, her eyes clearly conveyed her speechlessness: “I thought we had a decent friendship by now. Shouldn’t we interact a bit more openly in private? Like, you could take off your mask, invite me in to hang out or something… Right now, only you know everything about me. Isn’t that unfair!?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei was resigned. She thought this guy wasn’t so much a dog as just plain sly. A normal person being treated so nicely by her would try to bond with her more, right? Even if he wasn’t lecherous, he should at least try to win her over to gain influence in the Thieves' House. Besides, his eyes had nearly popped out looking at her thigh just now—who would believe he wasn’t lecherous?
    

    

    
      And seriously, was she that scary?
    

    

    
      But the Fourth Miss Shang wasn’t about to let it go. Earlier during the auction, Black Wolf and White Fox had seemed at odds, but she could tell their interactions were quite sympathetic. Plus, they had once teamed up to defeat Shang Xuanwen. Shang Xinlei realized the Thieves' House was already divided into two factions: Wolf-Fox and Snake-Dog.
    

    

    
      If she couldn’t unite with Yellow Dog, then the next mission might be dominated by Wolf-Fox.
    

    

    
      More importantly, seeing how Yan Qing cut ties with her after the mission as if nothing had happened really annoyed her. If Yan Qing had tried to take advantage of her afterward under the pretense of saving her, she’d have looked down on him. But the more he backed away, the more she wanted to find out what the heck he was hiding from.
    

    

    
      “Sorry, these are not for sale. No matter how much you offer, I won’t sell them. Also, I never investigated your info—you were the one who exposed it yourself.”
    

    

    
      “Alright, alright, let’s say I still owe you. How about I bring you some snacks tomorrow? How does custard buns, chive dumplings, shrimp dumplings, and beef balls sound?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing swallowed hard. Aside from the first day Rat Monk arrived in Jiangnan City, he hadn’t had a chance to buy any food. But he still firmly resisted the sugar-coated bait: “No thanks, goodbye—”
    

    

    
      “Do you prefer giant shrimp dumplings or bite-sized ones?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought for a moment: “Bite-sized.”
    

    

    
      “Great.” Shang Xinlei immediately waved and left: “See you tomorrow then.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing opened his mouth but said nothing. After closing the door, he took off his clothes and lay down again. But before long, he got back up to look around the room for something to eat.
    

    

    
      “She made me hungry with all that talk… Might as well have a midnight snack…”
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      Chang'an, Jin Kingdom Duke's Residence.
    

    

    
      “Wu Qiu, Shi Dong, come in.”
    

    

    
      The dozing maids outside the door instantly perked up. One of them entered and lit the candlestick, only to see a figure in a terrifying iron mask shaped like a Buddha. Despite the monstrous sight, the maids showed no fear. However, upon noticing the bloodstains on the figure’s night attire, they were shocked. “Miss, you’re hurt?”
    

    

    
      “How could I be? It’s all someone else’s blood.”
    

    

    
      “Ran into some guards who weren’t afraid to die again? Or some brainless fools who valued money over their lives?”
    

    

    
      “Neither. Just someone I wanted to kill. Pity—I failed in the end.”
    

    

    
      “Anyone Miss wants to kill must be a real scoundrel,” Wu Qiu chimed in. “Just like those bandits the Divine Marquis Estate is after. Speaking of which, Miss, did you hear their latest announcement?”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s expression remained unchanged as she gave a faint nod. “I heard. Disturbed my dreams with that loud racket in the middle of the night—startled me.”
    

    

    
      “They said those bandits committed crimes in Jiangnan. I wonder if they wreaked havoc like they did when they burned Anguo Temple. I want to visit Jiangnan too—I heard it’s beautiful, with wind as gentle as a lover’s caress.”
    

    

    
      “Jiangnan reeks of cosmetics. Fun for a visit, but Chang’an is more livable.”
    

    

    
      “Hmph, you say that as if you’ve been there yourself.”
    

    

    
      “‘As gentle as a lover’s caress’... You’ve been flirting with the guards lately. Are you in heat, you little minx?”
    

    

    
      “No! Absolutely not… not at all!”
    

    

    
      It took quite a while for Wu Qiu to remove all of Medicine Master Wen’s outer and inner armor, as well as her underclothes. She was drenched in sweat from the effort. The armor, when laid on the floor, thudded with weight, and her inner garments were soaked through.
    

    

    
      After her third job change, Medicine Master Wen had once again upgraded her equipment. The entire set was forged from refined steel of the Secret Realm, from elbow guards to faceplate—complete with full protection. Its defense could withstand the lethal force of Second-Stage demons. Even with her Black Wolf mask broken, what others saw was her wrathful vajra iron visage. Thus, it came to be known as the Vajra Armor, a pinnacle of craftsmanship in the Zhou Kingdom.
    

    

    
      “Miss, the water’s ready,” came Shi Dong’s voice from the adjacent bath chamber.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen stepped into the steamy room and raised her arms. The two maids immediately began undressing her. As they removed her chest wrap, her long-restrained pride bounced free with a vengeance—followed swiftly by beads of sweat.
    

    

    
      That area, being the most tightly bound, was hotter and more stifling than her socks. The maids had to wrap her in a thick towel, wiping away the stream that had pooled in the middle, lifting and dabbing the sweat trapped beneath. By the time they were done, the towel was nearly soaked.
    

    

    
      A small step stool stood beside the bath. Medicine Master Wen tested the water temperature with her toes, then carefully stepped in to avoid splashing. As she sat down, she let out a long moan, and the tension in her brows and eyes melted away.
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu laughed. “Good thing no one heard that. Otherwise, rumors would be flying around the residence about the eldest miss being lovesick.”
    

    

    
      “I wish I were. Father only has one daughter—me. I bear the responsibility of continuing the line of the Medicine Masters of Bashui. The sooner I marry and have children—three or four—the more at ease the servants will be,” Medicine Master Wen murmured.
    

    

    
      “Three or four!?” Wu Qiu was stunned. “Miss, you want that many?”
    

    

    
      “The Medicine Masters of Bashui are few in number. If I only have one child, and he manages to reach Foundation, that’s fine. But if he stalls at the Third Job Change, won’t he become just another lone soul relying on uncles and maternal relatives—just like my father?” Medicine Master Wen said coldly. “To manage such a vast household without the support of close kin—one is bound to be deceived by those beneath.”
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu dared not respond. While Medicine Master Wen could mock the Duke of Jin, if she echoed those words, it would be tantamount to sowing discord within the household—a capital offense. As she helped wash her lady’s hair, she changed the subject. “Does Miss have someone in mind?”
    

    

    
      “Heh. Not just in Chang’an—there are barely a few in the entire Great Zhou who are worthy of my gaze, let alone my affection.” Medicine Master Wen closed her eyes, recalling the ones from the Thieves’ House, and snorted softly. “But maybe… someone outside…”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Shi Dong collapsed onto the ground with a sob, tears streaming down her face.
    

    

    
      Though only maids, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong had grown up alongside Medicine Master Wen—closer than sisters. Naturally, she wouldn’t ignore such a thing. Her brow furrowed sharply. “Who bullied you in the residence? Speak!”
    

    

    
      Shi Dong shook her head and wiped her eyes. “No one bullied me. Today, I… I received news from my family in Fengyi Commandery. They said…”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen reached out to pat her head. Shi Dong choked out a few more sobs before breaking into full-blown wails. “They said soldiers from Yongzhou came to our village, conscripting men and seizing women. My family—there’s only my elderly mother and nephew left. All our belongings were stolen. Grandpa and my brother were forced into the ‘Impactor’ corps. Even my sister-in-law was dragged into the military camp!”
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu quickly embraced her for comfort. Medicine Master Wen’s expression turned stone-cold.
    

    

    
      The so-called Impactor Corps were cannon fodder dragged in from the masses. Each man was given a spear and driven forward by a single soldier to stab at demons before retreating. But most demons were faster than ordinary folk—one could imagine the casualties.
    

    

    
      As for Yongzhou, it had once been under Zhao Yuanbao, one of the Six Pillars of State. After he plotted to assassinate Mo Ke, the latter set a trap and incinerated him during his court attendance. Yongzhou was then handed to his nephew, Medicine Master Xun, for management.
    

    

    
      That bastard dared do something like this?!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen shot up from the water. Her eyes froze into icicles. Hot water streamed down her curves, tracing out lines that could mesmerize souls.
    

    

    
      “Dress me. I’m going to see the Duke of Jin.” She paused. “Armor me.”
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      Inside Minghe Pavilion, Medicine Master Mo Ke sat on the steps, drinking away his gloom, one cup after another, as if he had suddenly aged many years.
    

    

    
      “Duke, Duke, someone has come from the palace!” The steward ran in to report. He saw Medicine Master Mo Ke sitting wan and alone in the empty banquet hall and asked, “Shall I send them away?”
    

    

    
      “No need.”
    

    

    
      Not long after, Medicine Master Mo Ke regained his energetic demeanor. In the reception hall, he found a familiar eunuch and greeted with a cupped-hand salute, smiling, “Eunuch Li, what brings you here so late at night? A decree from His Majesty?”
    

    

    
      “You flatter me, Duke,” Eunuch Li said quickly. “It’s not a decree. The announcement from the Divine Marquis Estate startled the Empress Dowager awake, and His Majesty is also deeply unsettled. He hopes Duke might enter the palace to calm the hearts of the people.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?” Medicine Master Mo Ke gently stroked his beard.
    

    

    
      Eunuch Li leaned in and whispered, “The young Emperor has been growing more timid lately. He was jolted awake by the announcement, fearing thieves would come to kill him. He hopes you can enter the palace to protect him.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Mo Ke was both amused and exasperated—for his daughter really was a thief.
    

    

    
      “Nothing unusual recently?”
    

    

    
      “None. The young Emperor is studying and training in martial arts as always.”
    

    

    
      He nodded, went out, and summoned Feng Qian, the Military Secretary of the Jin Commandery Estate, to verify that nothing was amiss within the palace. Only then did he agree to follow Eunuch Li into the palace. Even so, he brought a team of guards with him.
    

    

    
      “Elder Brother!”
    

    

    
      As soon as Medicine Master Mo Ke entered the palace, the young Emperor Medicine Master Jueluo came out to greet him at the front hall, treating him with the courtesy due an elder brother. Though the age gap was vast, they were indeed of royal kin. Mo Ke accepted it calmly and returned the gesture. He then said, “This old subject has come late. For Your Majesty to greet me personally—this truly overwhelms me.”
    

    

    
      “Brother, please follow me to Hall of Compassionate Benevolence,” the Emperor said as he walked. “The Empress Dowager is advanced in age. After being startled by the announcement, she scolded the palace staff and has been drinking endlessly, her moods volatile. She has long ignored my advice. Tonight, I summoned you in hopes you could persuade her.”
    

    

    
      Mo Ke first declined, “This is a family matter of the royal house; this old subject should not interfere.”
    

    

    
      “Brother, you are of the Great Zhou’s royal clan. How could a family matter not concern you?” The Emperor took out the 《Proclamation on Alcohol》 from his robes and handed it to Mo Ke. “If anyone in the world can recite this to admonish the Empress Dowager, it’s you.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Mo Ke gently stroked his beard, smiling as he accepted the 《Proclamation on Alcohol》, quite satisfied with the Emperor’s attitude.
    

    

    
      Within the Hall of Compassionate Benevolence, the Empress Dowager had already seated herself behind the curtains upon hearing of Duke of Jin’s arrival. The palace staff had tidied up the hall, but as soon as Mo Ke entered, he still caught a whiff of alcohol. His doubts regarding the Emperor’s request vanished. Since no guards were needed to meet the Empress Dowager, he entered alone. Cushions had already been prepared inside.
    

    

    
      As Mo Ke sat reading the 《Proclamation on Alcohol》, the Emperor stood respectfully behind and to the side, calm and deferential. Yet as the reading continued, his expression gradually turned blank, half his face illuminated by the palace lamps.
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty, the Dukes of Yan, Wu, and Tang are already waiting outside.”
    

    

    
      Mo Ke paused. Three of the Six Pillars of State had arrived? He immediately stopped reading and asked, “Your Majesty—”
    

    

    
      With a mechanical click, the floor beneath Mo Ke’s seat turned into a trapdoor and opened wide. He was about to fall, but being a Third-Stage Messenger, and well-equipped with tokens, he struck the ground fiercely and was on the verge of escaping the trap!
    

    

    
      “Go down.”
    

    

    
      The curtain suddenly lifted—not revealing the Empress Dowager, but a strange-faced middle-aged man: the last of the Six Pillars of State, Duke of Wei, Chu Luoyan!
    

    

    
      He raised a hand and pushed, forming a wall of air above Mo Ke. Though harmless, it crushed Mo Ke’s final chance of escape, forcing him down into the pit!
    

    

    
      Thud!
    

    

    
      The trap was only four zhang deep. Coupled with his defensive tokens, Mo Ke was unharmed. But as he landed, he heard countless bottles shatter. His hand touched the ground—thick, sticky liquid. The narrow pit reeked of a pungent scent—it was fire oil!
    

    

    
      “Empress Dowager, you see this! This shameless traitor dares to murder this old subject!” Mo Ke roared. “If Ancestor Changqiu finds out, even as Emperor, your only path is death! Stop this villain now—there’s still time!”
    

    

    
      The other Dukes who had entered the hall were equally stunned. They had only come by the Emperor’s summons, unaware such an event would unfold.
    

    

    
      Seeing the once-arrogant Duke of Jin trapped, the Emperor stood silent at the edge. Everyone realized: tonight, the Great Zhou would undergo drastic change.
    

    

    
      “Ancestor Changqiu is already dead.” the Emperor said coolly.
    

    

    
      Mo Ke froze.
    

    

    
      “Just yesterday, word arrived from the Secret Realm of the Immortal Crane. Ancestor Changqiu passed away within, and the realm is once more overrun with demons,” Duke of Wei Chu Luoyan said as he walked behind the Emperor, speaking to Mo Ke in the pit. “And you—are the true traitor.”
    

    

    
      The Medicine Master Family had two Foundation Builders. Mo Ke had long held imperial power by virtue of Foundation Messenger Medicine Master Changqiu’s trust. So long as Changqiu lived, none dared challenge Mo Ke, not even when he plotted the murder of Zhao Yuanbao—whose own ancestors had once produced a Foundation Builder.
    

    

    
      The family’s other Foundation Builder was a distant niece of the Founding Emperor of Zhou, with only faint blood ties to the current royal family. She never involved herself in court affairs.
    

    

    
      At this moment, palace servants presented two items before the Dukes: gloves soaked in black oil, and unlit torches and candles.
    

    

    
      They instantly understood the Emperor’s intent. Duke of Yan, Yu Jin, was first to put on the black-oil gloves. He lit his palm with a candle, then used the burning hand to light the torch—thus imbuing the flame with spell-breaking power.
    

    

    
      “Duke of Yan, Yu Jin, pledges to execute the traitor for the Great Zhou!”
    

    

    
      “Duke of Wu, Helan Shangle, pledges to execute the traitor for the Great Zhou!”
    

    

    
      “Duke of Tang, Li Fu, pledges to execute the traitor for the Great Zhou!”
    

    

    
      “Duke of Wei, Chu Luoyan, pledges to execute the traitor for the Great Zhou!”
    

    

    
      Except for the murdered Zhao Yuanbao and the trapped Mo Ke, all six Pillars of State had now taken their stance. They raised their blazing torches, awaiting the Emperor’s command.
    

    

    
      The Emperor called over a palace servant. Amid the crowd’s uneasy stares, he plunged his fist into the black oil, lit it with a candle, then lit his torch with the burning hand.
    

    

    
      Though his flesh burned in the flame, his face showed no pain—nor hatred, nor joy. As if he had long prepared for this day, every emotion worn away by the wait, leaving only resolve.
    

    

    
      “I, the Emperor, vow with you all to restore the Great Zhou,” Medicine Master Jueluo declared. “Let Medicine Master Mo Ke be the sacrifice!”
    

    

    
      “Let Medicine Master Mo Ke be the sacrifice!”
    

    

    
      Five torches dropped in unison. No matter how he struggled, what was to burn—burned.
    

    

    
      The trap filled with thick smoke and unbearable heat. None dared approach. But within, Mo Ke laughed madly: “Your Majesty! Your Majesty! Ancestor Changqiu is dead, and instead of hiding it, you use the chance to kill me! What folly! The foundation of the Medicine Master Family lies not with me, not with you, but with Foundation Building! If we worked together, we might hold back the wolves. Now with me dead, and no recognition from the ancestor—how will you suppress those treacherous beasts? You’re the one who’ll bury the family legacy, not me!”
    

    

    
      “But I haven’t lost. I still have hope, I still—”
    

    

    
      His voice, like a curse from hell, echoed endlessly through the hall.
    

    

    
      Only when the flames fell silent did the Emperor speak: “Send the order—seal the Jin Commandery Estate, arrest all remnants of Mo Ke’s faction: Medicine Master Xun, Medicine Master Shen, Feng Qian, Yu Yi, and…”
    

    

    
      “Medicine Master Mo Ke’s daughter—Medicine Master Wen.”
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      City of No Night, Imperial Palace.
    

    

    
      When Ying Ru Shi entered the Hall of Longevity, she saw Ying Le personally demonstrating and instructing the dancing girls. They sat in a circle around the Empress, gazing up at her world-shattering performance. The fire basins in the hall blazed brightly, illuminating their faces full of longing and reverence.
    

    

    
      The only one in the hall not mesmerized by Ying Le was Ying Ru Shi. She saw the admiration in the eyes of the dancers, and before she knew it, tears had soaked her clothes.
    

    

    
      "Ru Shi, you’re here." Ying Le stopped, waved her hand to dismiss all the dancers and guards, and soon the Hall of Longevity held only the two of them.
    

    

    
      She wore thin gauze and a short, chest-wrapping skirt. She stepped lightly to the throne, like a lively maiden in her prime. Every move was youthful and charming. Yet when she half-reclined on the throne, barefoot, with a lazy demeanor, she transformed into a peerless beauty of unmatched grace, every frown and smile exuding allure.
    

    

    
      No one had ever doubted Ying Le’s beauty, and she never hesitated to display it to the world. Anyone who had seen Ying Le would surely entertain irreverent fantasies: imagining themselves as emperors wielding absolute power, with Ying Le as the enchanting seductress by their side. They would plunge the empire into chaos for one smile, slaughter all royal kin to clear the path for her children, and even with rebellion rising from all sides, they would still choose to die in her arms.
    

    

    
      So-called calamitous beauties or femme fatales—she was the very embodiment.
    

    

    
      Yet Ying Le was neither a consort nor a mere beauty.
    

    

    
      She was a Foundation Messenger.
    

    

    
      She was the Emperor.
    

    

    
      She needed no one. Her wrath alone could wipe towns off the map. Her smile could bring about mass slaughter.
    

    

    
      "Your Majesty." Ying Ru Shi knelt on one knee and respectfully said, "I have returned from the Thieves' House—"
    

    

    
      "Don’t rush. Look up—notice anything strange?"
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi looked carefully, her gaze settling on the single shoe by the throne: "Why is there only one shoe, Your Majesty?"
    

    

    
      "Because I sold the other one." Ying Le’s eyes lit up at the thought. She cheerfully asked, "Guess how much it sold for?"
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi was unfazed. Ying Le had done many absurd things: "Your Majesty is the number one beauty in Qi and a dance master. Naturally, your shoes are priceless."
    

    

    
      "Everything has a price. My shoe was worth one Third-Stage Rare Token." Ying Le suddenly held up a mirror. Though all her Tokens were far more powerful than this mirror, she hugged it as if it were her dearest treasure and laughed: "Haha! Some fool traded a Third-Stage Rare Token for my shoe! I wonder what they’ll use it for—hopefully something entertaining."
    

    

    
      "I’ll give you the remaining shoe." She flicked it over with her toes. "If you manage to sell it, don’t forget to split the profits with me."
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi tucked the shoe into her robe, nodded calmly: "This subject will remember."
    

    

    
      "So, what did you gain from tonight’s visit to the Thieves’ House?" Ying Le yawned, crossed her legs, her chest half-exposed, and asked with narrowed eyes.
    

    

    
      "This subject is ashamed. I failed to seize the chance to eliminate Shang Xuanwen. However, I did win the auction for the Legendary Token: Heaven-Reliant Sword, and came to present it to Your Majesty!"
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi unfastened the Heaven-Reliant Sword from her belt, offering it up with both hands, scabbard and all.
    

    

    
      Ying Le looked surprised. She reached out to stroke the scabbard, tracing the inscription along its side, and smiled: "A Second-Stage Legendary Blade? It suits you perfectly. Why not keep it? I can't reward you with anything more valuable than this."
    

    

    
      "This subject believes the Heaven-Reliant Sword is the blade of the Son of Heaven, the sword of a king. Only in Your Majesty’s hands can it realize its full worth—it would be wasted in mine."
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi explained the Heaven-Reliant Sword’s three powers: Order Domain, Chaos Authority, and Dominance. With heartfelt sincerity, she said, "With the Heaven-Reliant Sword in hand, Your Majesty shall cleanse the world and unify all hearts."
    

    

    
      "With such a miraculous aura, this divine weapon can help Your Majesty win over the younger generation of the But-Six-Gu, Tuoba, Yuchi, Lu, Che, and Yi families. Draw elite talents from each region’s Hundred-Ward and cultivate them in the capital. A massive force loyal to Your Majesty can be formed in no time!"
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi grew more excited. Ever since she saw the Order Domain ability, she had resolved to claim the Heaven-Reliant Sword.
    

    

    
      To others, it might be a tool for building political cliques. But to Ying Ru Shi, it was a banner to restore Ying Le’s imperial dignity!
    

    

    
      Ying Le had indulged her whims for years, but what worried Ying Ru Shi most was her disregard for the court, cutting off all channels of communication. Without connection between ruler and ministers, how could the realm be governed? The Heaven-Reliant Sword could solve this. So long as Ying Le had someone she wished to cultivate, whoever it was, they would grow into loyal subjects.
    

    

    
      With the Order Domain aura, as long as Her Majesty acted reasonably, the people would adore her just like the dancers earlier.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi couldn’t admonish Ying Le, nor sway the major clans of Qi. But as long as there were enough imperial loyalists in the court, governance wouldn’t collapse. At least someone would be willing to act. At least Ying Le could still hear the voices below!
    

    

    
      Her heart brimmed with hope. She poured out suggestion after long-held suggestion, unaware that the fire basins in the Hall of Longevity were extinguishing one by one, darkness swallowing her shadow like a tide.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The Heaven-Reliant Sword suddenly unsheathed. Ying Ru Shi’s heart leapt—but in the next instant, the sword’s tip thrust toward her right eye, stopping a hair’s breadth away. The blade radiated scorching heat, and Ying Ru Shi felt as if her eye might melt.
    

    

    
      "Are you teaching Us how to rule?" Ying Le’s voice fell from above, devoid of emotion.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi didn’t retreat, didn’t flinch. Maintaining her posture with the burning sword nearly piercing her eye, she solemnly said, "This subject harbors no ambition. Every word was sincere. I lost my composure in the heat of the moment. I beg Your Majesty’s forgiveness!"
    

    

    
      After an eternity, when Ying Ru Shi’s inner garments were soaked through, the Heaven-Reliant Sword finally lowered slightly, now pointing at her lower eyelid.
    

    

    
      "Even without this broken sword, the clans wouldn’t dare rebel. The Hundred-Ward still follows Our command. Our will is Heaven’s decree!"
    

    

    
      As Ying Le spoke, she dragged the Heaven-Reliant Sword, slicing a bloody mark beneath Ying Ru Shi’s eye. The heat cauterized the wound instantly, branding her flower-like face with a cruel burn.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi’s expression didn’t change. Her voice remained calm, as if she weren’t the one injured: "Ru Shi admits her mistake—it was presumptuous of me."
    

    

    
      Clang! Ying Le sheathed the sword, slumping back as if drained, lazily murmuring, "Take back the Heaven-Reliant Sword. I don’t need it. I won’t waste time on such trivialities."
    

    

    
      She paused: "Since you have so many ideas, go and carry them out. If they fail, it’s on your head."
    

    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    

    
      "Begone." Ying Le waved her hand, disinterested. "Tell those outside not to disturb me. I’m sleeping."
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi bowed and stepped backward, never turning her back on Ying Le, even though the Empress had already closed her eyes. She silently shut the hall doors and instructed the Ghostly Warriors outside not to disturb the Empress, then hurried away.
    

    

    
      Once the palace gates shut behind her, Ying Ru Shi looked up at the night yet to yield to dawn. Her legs suddenly gave out, and she nearly collapsed.
    

    

    
      She touched the scorched wound below her right eye, trembling all over, eyes filled with dread. It was as if she had stared into the abyss of death itself, only now able to feel pain and fear.
    

    

    
      She had no doubt—had she shown even a hint of resentment or fear, she would now be a charred corpse on the floor of the Hall of Longevity. She had seen too many such corpses—each one like a sinner clawing their way from hell, dying only after enduring unspeakable torment. That’s how she stayed calm—she no longer treated herself as human... Only monsters could survive next to monsters.
    

    

    
      The first time she saw Ying Le’s terror was in the Third-Stage Secret Realm: Misty Village. It was also the only time she had entered such a realm.
    

    

    
      When Black Wolf asked her what her strength was at the time, she didn’t answer—not out of secrecy, but because she had none. She was only eleven, a little girl not even at First-Stage.
    

    

    
      She entered the Third-Stage Secret Realm with the scions of all the great clans. She was the youngest, while the others were older and already advanced.
    

    

    
      Ying Le said she wanted to show them the Secret Realm, and no one questioned it. With a Foundation Messenger present, it should have been effortless.
    

    

    
      Ying Le did intervene several times. Everyone relaxed, treating it like an outing. Young Ying Ru Shi even picked a flower for Ying Le. For years, Ying Ru Shi wondered—was it that flower that spared her life?
    

    

    
      The rest went as she told Medicine Master Wen: when facing the Third-Stage Demon Lord, Ying Le did nothing and watched as everyone else was slaughtered.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi, at the very edge, barely escaped the demon’s wide-range attack. She watched her kin torn to pieces one by one. Then the demon turned to her. Numb with fear, she sat frozen, waiting for death.
    

    

    
      But Ying Le finally acted, crushing the Demon Lord with ease. She crouched before little Ying Ru Shi, patting her head and smiling: "You’re of the royal Qi bloodline, the Ying clan. When facing enemies, you must at least try to resist. Never surrender, understand?"
    

    

    
      The girl nodded, and Ying Le took her hand to leave the Secret Realm. They flew kites that afternoon, slept together that night—as if nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      But ever since, every midnight dream of adulthood woke Ying Ru Shi in cold sweat. Every nightmare was the same—returning to Misty Village, witnessing the bloodshed again. But this time, Ying Le wasn’t the savior—she was the cold, heartless observer.
    

    

    
      Ying Ru Shi once wondered—perhaps Ying Le had intended to cull the powerful clans’ heirs? But she could never convince or deceive herself.
    

    

    
      In the Hall of Longevity, the flames had all gone out. Ying Le was about to sleep. But then—
    

    

    
      "That girl’s going to die soon, huh? What a shame."
    

    

    
      "Shame? She still can’t see Ying Le’s true face. Anyone who still clings to that monster deserves to die! Good riddance!"
    

    

    
      "Good riddance indeed. With her talent, she’ll surely join us. Then I’ll finally have a girlfriend—I’m tired of talking to you stinking men."
    

    

    
      Ying Le’s eyes snapped open. She screamed at her arm: "Why are you so noisy at night!?"
    

    

    
      Her pale arm was now covered in twisted human faces—eyes, mouths, noses crammed together, roaming like boats made of flesh. They laughed at her fury:
    

    

    
      "Ying Le, are you going to kill again?"
    

    

    
      "When you forged your demonic foundation, did you think of today?"
    

    

    
      "You felt killing intent and blame us? You’re the beast."
    

    

    
      "You’re doomed. Your foundation will grind your soul to dust—that’s your punishment!"
    

    

    
      Ying Le’s face darkened. "I won’t die!"
    

    

    
      Flames erupted from her right hand, charring her flesh. Glaring at the twisted faces in the fire, she hissed, "I won’t die... As long as I kill that bitch from the Divine Marquis Estate, I’ll have no weaknesses! I’ll complete my foundation! I won’t die!"
    

    

    
      "Impossible." A face slid onto her right cheek, mocking: "You can’t beat the Divine Constable. You couldn’t before, and now fear weakens you further! You’re a monster! She’s justice! Evil cannot triumph!"
    

    

    
      "I’ve built my foundation for years—I can’t lose! If I win, I am justice!"
    

    

    
      "A Foundation who can’t control their killing intent? With a shattered soul? You’re a failure—a defective!"
    

    

    
      "Silence!"
    

    

    
      Ying Le smeared her burning hand across her face. Her right cheek burst into flames. The pain pierced her nerves. She gripped the armrest tightly.
    

    

    
      Then she called out: "Enter."
    

    

    
      A Ghostly Warrior opened the hall doors.
    

    

    
      "Kill them."
    

    

    
      The Ghostly Warrior left. Soon, a shrill wail echoed from another part of the palace. The flames on Ying Le’s face and arm slowly died down, revealing blackened bone. But she let out a long sigh of relief, expression softening as she sank into sleep—her brows twitching like a restless newborn.
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      "Miss, Miss!"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei impatiently pulled the blanket over herself, but it was immediately lifted off. "Miss, wake up! You can’t sleep anymore!"
    

    

    
      "Hmm?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei rubbed her eyes and got up. She stared at the maid for a while before suddenly realizing something and waking up completely. "What time is it now?"
    

    

    
      "It’s already early in the Si hour!" the maid said anxiously. "Master is calling for you. Hurry and wash up—you mustn’t keep him waiting!"
    

    

    
      Flustered, Shang Xinlei changed clothes and freshened up, inwardly complaining about how she had fallen asleep.
    

    

    
      Yes, after returning from the Thieves’ House last night, she had started changing clothes while sitting on the bed. Halfway through, she ended up in her undergarments and crawled under the covers, planning to nap for a bit.
    

    

    
      So much had happened—her father was injured, the Imperial Palace was burgled, the whole of Jiangnan City was in chaos. Anyone aware of the situation would’ve been too anxious to sleep, and yet she had slept like the dead, blissfully unaware and carefree.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was because she already knew the path ahead. So even if the world outside collapsed, her heart would remain unshaken.
    

    

    
      When Shang Xinlei arrived at the study, she found not only her third brother Shang Qiao present, but also the tiger-faced girl Qian Gongyu sitting nearby, yawning with a weary look on her face.
    

    

    
      Upon seeing her, Qian Gongyu stood up excitedly. Her round, beast-like ears even seemed to grow larger, like a cat that hadn’t seen its owner in a long time, eager to pounce and meow. Fortunately, she remembered there were others present, so she restrained her enthusiasm, sat back down, and enthusiastically waved her paw-like hands at Shang Xinlei, her face beaming with joy.
    

    

    
      "Xinlei, you’re up rather late today."
    

    

    
      After a tumultuous night, Shang Xuanwen’s first words to his daughter were a criticism of her poor sleep habits. But knowing his nature, no one was surprised.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei noticed that although her father’s complexion wasn’t great, his voice was strong and there were no visible injuries. She felt relieved—she had overestimated Black Wolf and White Fox. Her father was indeed capable of dealing with them.
    

    

    
      "Where did you go last night? Do you know the young mistress of the Qian Family escaped from Shuiyue Pavilion and searched the entire Jiangnan City for you? And you didn’t even tell anyone when you came back—we searched for you for ages."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei froze and glanced at the drowsy Qian Gongyu. Hearing herself mentioned, Qian Gongyu immediately flashed a wide grin, proud as if she had accomplished something great. For the first time, Shang Xinlei wondered whether befriending such a dummy had been a wise choice.
    

    

    
      Originally, she didn’t want to expose her whereabouts. She had planned to complete her mission quietly and sneak back into the house without anyone knowing.
    

    

    
      Now it was ruined. Not only did her father discover she had gone out at night, but Qian Gongyu had also committed the offense of escaping just to look for her. One misstep after another. Who knew what kind of punishment her father might impose?
    

    

    
      She couldn’t help recalling the way Jiang Ten interacted with Qian Gongyu, always issuing commands like “Young Miss, move.” At the time, she thought Jiang Ten was being impolite, but now she realized that might be the correct way to handle Qian Gongyu. Social niceties didn’t work on dummies—they couldn’t understand them anyway.
    

    

    
      Though this time the dummy meant well but did poorly... in the end, she was still Shang Xinlei’s dummy.
    

    

    
      "Please, Father, don’t punish Xiaoyu," Shang Xinlei said flatly. "If you must punish someone, punish me first. But if you punish me, you can’t punish her."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu and Shang Qiao were stunned, about to speak, but Shang Xuanwen asked first, "Why?"
    

    

    
      "Because she’s my friend. If she’s humiliated, it pains me. If she’s hurt, I’ll care for her. She escaped from Shuiyue Pavilion for my sake. I can’t let her be punished again, or my conscience won’t allow it. I might even lose her as a friend."
    

    

    
      As she finished, a sense of relief washed over Shang Xinlei. She gazed seriously at her father. "I don’t have many friends, Father... I don’t want to lose Xiaoyu."
    

    

    
      "If you insist on punishing her, I can’t stop you. But I’ll resist you in my own way. I’ll live with her in Shuiyue Pavilion, sharing joys and hardships. I won’t stand by while my friend suffers."
    

    

    
      Father and daughter locked eyes—the atmosphere turned tense.
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao opened his mouth but fell silent at Shang Xuanwen’s glance.
    

    

    
      "No merit, no reward—that’s the Shang family’s rule," Shang Xuanwen said. "What are you willing to offer in return—"
    

    

    
      "I’m not requesting this as your subordinate, Prime Minister," Shang Xinlei interrupted. "I’m asking this as your daughter."
    

    

    
      "Father, I’ve made my stance clear. But if you continue to ignore my feelings and act unilaterally... I’ll resent you."
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao sensed things going awry and tried to intervene. "Xinlei, how can you speak to Father like this? Apologize now."
    

    

    
      "I won’t. Father is the one at fault!" Shang Xinlei said stubbornly.
    

    

    
      Even though both she and Yan Qing believed their father loved his children, facing off against him still made her uncertain. What if he couldn’t tolerate her defiance? What if he was too proud to admit he was wrong? He was, after all, the Prime Minister of Great Liang and head of the Shang family. Always praised, never challenged. Power might’ve already molded him into a political creature.
    

    

    
      Still, Shang Xinlei pressed on. She refused to remain a child forever—she had grown up. No matter how thorny the path ahead, no matter how fierce the storm, she would face it. This was what growing up meant.
    

    

    
      Yet instead of facing a storm, she was suddenly engulfed in a suffocating hug.
    

    

    
      "Waaahhh——" Qian Gongyu burst into tears and latched onto Shang Xinlei like a spider, her face a mess of snot and tears. Her voice was choked with emotion. "Xinlei, you—you’re the best person in my life besides my father! You’re my best friend!"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s first thought was to call Yan Qing to witness this, then ask if she looked prettier crying.
    

    

    
      She shook her head to dismiss the ridiculous thought, pushed the tiger-faced girl away, and asked with a smile, "What about Jiang Ten?"
    

    

    
      "Jiang Ten... Jiang Ten is the same as you. She’s also my best friend!"
    

    

    
      So easy to fool. All I did was say a few sweet nothings, while Jiang Ten brought you a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. How can I possibly be on par with her... Shang Xinlei ruffled Qian Gongyu’s head, thinking, Without me guarding this dumb tiger, she’d probably lose even her Legendary Token. Then she turned to Shang Xuanwen. "Father, your answer?"
    

    

    
      "Xinlei," Qian Gongyu spoke up, "Actually, Uncle told me last night he wouldn’t pursue the matter of me escaping Shuiyue Pavilion. You blamed him wrongly."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei blinked in surprise and looked at her father.
    

    

    
      "Last night, I first encountered the Taohu Rebel and lost nearly all my guards," Shang Xuanwen said calmly. "Then I was ambushed again by thieves. Thankfully, the young mistress of the Qian Family passed by and helped. Otherwise, I might’ve died before Qiao arrived with reinforcements. Though merits don’t cancel faults... the circumstances were exceptional and understandable."
    

    

    
      The situation last night was that dangerous?
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei felt a chill run down her spine, followed by intense guilt. Without her intel, Black Wolf and White Fox wouldn’t have been able to ambush Shang Xuanwen. They wouldn’t have planned tactics around his token in advance... She had thought her father would be in no real danger, but reality often defied expectations.
    

    

    
      Just like how the emperor had Foundation Messengers, just like how her father had been ambushed twice in one night, just like how once you entered the Inner Treasury, it was hard to get out.
    

    

    
      She ought to pay the price for her arrogance.
    

    

    
      After a brief silence, Shang Xinlei took out a pair of orange-glowing Throwing Rings from her storage ring and placed them on the desk amidst everyone’s astonished gaze.
    

    

    
      "I want to clear Xiaoyu’s name and remove her prison sentence. These are the Legendary Throwing Rings I obtained from Mansu Woodland. I’m offering them to the family."
    

    

    
      As she finished, she quickly covered Qian Gongyu’s mouth to stop her from speaking.
    

    

    
      "You wish to exchange this token for the young mistress’s freedom?" Shang Xuanwen asked.
    

    

    
      "No. Regardless of whether you accept or not, the Legendary Throwing Rings will be given to the family. Consider it compensation for not helping Father last night and troubling everyone with my disappearance," Shang Xinlei said. "The family has raised me all these years. I owe it a return."
    

    

    
      At this point, even Shang Qiao couldn’t say more. But he had a nagging feeling that his sister had changed dramatically, like a whole new person. As if she had cast off her burdens, dared to defy Father, dared to speak her mind—her whole being radiated brightness. What could have caused such a change?
    

    

    
      He arrived at the answer almost instantly: Love!
    

    

    
      But his sister didn’t know any young heroes... and she went to the Thieves’ House last night... could it be...
    

    

    
      "Since you’re so sincere, Father will accept it," Shang Xuanwen said, pausing briefly. "The Left Swift Rider Guard has tracked down a suspect in the Luo Weijin case—Lin Yuan. Regardless of his condition, as long as the real culprit is found and there’s no evidence implicating the young mistress of the Qian Family, she will be exonerated. She’ll also receive some Spirit Jade as compensation for her detention. Within a week at the latest, her name will be cleared."
    

    

    
      What, just like that?
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei and Qian Gongyu perked up, exchanged glances, and bowed in unison. Freedom alone wasn’t enough, of course. Qian Gongyu possessed a valuable treasure that many forces coveted, but Shang Xinlei planned to handle that herself. She couldn’t always rely on her family.
    

    

    
      "I also have a proposal."
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen looked at the tiger-faced girl and asked seriously, "Given your youth, lack of guardians, and the fact you saved me..."
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu quickly wiped her face. "I didn’t do much, Uncle. You’re exaggerating."
    

    

    
      "Let me finish." Shang Xuanwen’s voice deepened, causing everyone in the study to instinctively stand at attention, like students before a strict teacher. "Once your name is cleared, I would like to adopt you as my daughter."
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao and Shang Xinlei widened their eyes. Qian Gongyu asked blankly, "Adopted daughter?"
    

    

    
      "It will be formally announced. Although your surname won’t change, you’ll receive all main-branch privileges of the Shang family and be treated as a family member in public," Shang Xuanwen said, sipping tea. "As for your Legendary Token, the Shang family will borrow it for one year. Of course, this depends on your consent. Even if you refuse, as my adopted daughter, no one will dare to take your token."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei looked at Qian Gongyu and kept silent. This was a serious matter—even she couldn’t decide for the dumb tiger. Glory and downfall would now be shared. It had to be a mutual choice, or it wouldn’t be meaningful.
    

    

    
      Qian Gongyu thought for a moment. "Then will I wear the blue band or the vermillion band?"
    

    

    
      "Either. You’re qualified to wear the Shang family’s vermillion band."
    

    

    
      "Then I agree!" Qian Gongyu exclaimed excitedly. "I can wear the vermillion band and be family with Xinlei? Uncle, I agree!"
    

    

    
      The Shang siblings twitched at the corner of their mouths. Of all things, the deciding factor was the vermillion band?
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen tapped the desk. "In that case, you should call me Adoptive Father now."
    

    

    
      "Adoptive Father!" Qian Gongyu replied without hesitation.
    

    

    
      "Gongyu, as a welcome gift, choose one item from this list," Shang Xuanwen said, handing her a slip of paper. She glanced at it and immediately said, "I want the second one!"
    

    

    
      "Very well."
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen stood up. "I have matters to attend to. You can talk with Gongyu. As for this—" he glanced at the Legendary Throwing Rings on the desk, "you’re the only Throwing Ring Messenger in the family, so treat it as a temporary loan. But if you misstep again, you won’t be let off lightly."
    

    

    
      With that, Shang Xuanwen strode out, leaving the others in the room.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei stood frozen, feeling as if she were dreaming.
    

    

    
      She had truly prepared herself to hand over the Legendary Throwing Rings. Never did she expect her father would return them, even under the guise of a loan. He could have exchanged them with another family for greater resources... He had accepted her apology without making her pay any price.
    

    

    
      If his treatment of Shang Xinlei could be explained, then his response to Qian Gongyu completely baffled them.
    

    

    
      He not only ignored her disobedience, but went out of his way to clear her name—and even offered to adopt her?
    

    

    
      Wasn’t it said that no merit means no reward?
    

    

    
      Didn’t he usually deliver a harsh lesson before giving any benefits?
    

    

    
      Why was he suddenly so human today? He had never been this kind, even to his own children.
    

    

    
      A thought stirred in Shang Xinlei’s mind. She looked at the gleeful Qian Gongyu and a bold suspicion crept up: Could Father really have an illegitimate daughter…?
    

    

    
      "Xinlei!" Qian Gongyu shook her arm excitedly. "We’re family now!"
    

    

    
      "Xiaoyu, what did you choose as your welcome gift?" Shang Xinlei asked, then complained, "You could’ve at least discussed it with me."
    

    

    
      "Don’t worry—you’ll love it!" Qian Gongyu said cheerfully. "I chose the martial technique workbook for circulating secret techniques. We can learn together!"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei blinked, then poked the ‘王’ on her forehead.
    

    

    
      "You chose it for yourself. Why consider me? Wasn’t there a direct Secret Technique Book?"
    

    

    
      "There was. But Xinlei, didn’t you say I was getting fatter? With the workbook, I can exercise along with it. Plus, we can train together—it’s way better than a regular technique book…"
    

    

    
      "Aaaah, you’re so stupid!"
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao had planned to talk about their father’s decision, but seeing the happy scene between his sister and new adopted sister, he simply smiled. It wasn’t necessary anymore.
    

    

    
      "I’ll go with Father to check on the injured. Xinlei, show Gongyu around the house," he said with a smile. "Gongyu, from now on, this is your home."
    

    

    
      "Mm!" Qian Gongyu nodded vigorously.
    

    

    
      "The injured?" Shang Xinlei asked. "Who was hurt?"
    

    

    
      "The Rat Monk," Shang Qiao replied with a sigh. "He was badly injured while protecting Father. When I arrived, I thought he was dead. But he was still breathing. After an entire night of rescue efforts, he finally pulled through."
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      The Rat Monk wasn’t dead. Not only was the Shang Family surprised, but Yan Qing was also taken aback.
    

    

    
      Last night, he had narrowly escaped from the Foundation Messenger, then endured the torment of human-machine verification in the Inner Treasury, to the point he wished he were dead. Upon returning, he still had to play mind games with other thieves. After hastily filling his stomach, he had passed out, only to wake up today needing to pee and suddenly remember he had forgotten the Rat Monk in Jiangnan City.
    

    

    
      But it wasn’t intentional. After all, Black Wolf and White Fox had said they hadn’t encountered any monk around Shang Xuanwen, and the instruction Yan Qing had given the Rat Monk was to stay with Shang Xuanwen at all costs. So upon receiving the message, Yan Qing simply assumed the Rat Monk really had died.
    

    

    
      When he opened the game console and saw the Rat Monk hadn’t been deleted, his first reaction was confusion. Did the auto-evolution program he compiled go wrong? Or had the AI rebelled? Otherwise, with Yan Qing’s command, the Rat Monk would have crawled to Shang Xuanwen even if he had to.
    

    

    
      In the Rat Monk’s programming, protecting Shang Xuanwen came first, stealing the Heaven-Reliant Sword second, and Yan Qing himself—a three-day-old alt—was a distant third.
    

    

    
      Once Yan Qing checked the combat logs, he realized he had wrongly blamed the alt.
    

    

    
      「The Rat Monk wasn’t in the alley you mentioned, Father. By the time we got there, he was already crawling out of Jiangtai Street, hundreds of steps away from the alley.」
    

    

    
      The Rat Monk hadn’t been sleeping in his room but was lying in a grander and more spacious residence, filled with maids and servants. An elderly physician sat at his bedside, monitoring his condition.
    

    

    
      Father and son watched him from the side. Shang Qiao spoke with reverence: 「He seemed to have lost consciousness by then. Even when I told him you were safe, he still insisted on fulfilling his duty to protect you. Fortunately, Physician Sun arrived in time and used soft needles to put him into restorative sleep.」
    

    

    
      Although one couldn’t harm others within the Main City, healing clearly didn’t fall under this restriction. Many healing tokens in the game carried negative effects, such as sleep, confusion, blindness, or dizziness. Without exception, these tokens shared two traits: short range and long wind-up. As a result, while healing could work in the Main City, if the target didn’t cooperate, even a sneeze could break the effect.
    

    

    
      In return, these tokens could cure most negative conditions given enough time.
    

    

    
      From the combat log, Yan Qing saw the Rat Monk had accumulated eight debuffs: Severe Burns (-5 Dexterity), Severe Internal Injury (-7 Vital Energy and Blood), Crippled Hands (-9 Dexterity), and Near Death (-1 HP/second), all of which couldn’t be healed with Healing Pills. But now, after just one night, only Minor Internal Injury (-1 Vital Energy and Blood) remained—a testament to both the healing’s efficacy and how close to death the Rat Monk had been.
    

    

    
      「He’s awake,」 Shang Xuanwen suddenly said.
    

    

    
      Hm? Yan Qing was sure he had only checked the combat logs, not taken control. How could he tell the Rat Monk had awoken? Physician Sun had the same question: 「Prime Minister, my soft needle technique should ensure at least six hours of sleep. The patient shouldn’t be waking up yet.」
    

    

    
      「No need to get up. Just rest and listen to me,」 Shang Xuanwen said on his own. 「I’ve already arranged your registration: Black Band Military Household. I could have registered you under the Shang Family, but I figured you wouldn’t want to be bound by our rules.」
    

    

    
      「As for your next steps, I’ll give you two options. First is the Xuanwu Lake Garrison. It contains First, Second, and Third-Stage Secret Realms. I’ll fund you through all three class changes. But the garrison is governed by the Jie and Zhou Families, and I can’t guarantee your safety. You’ll have to follow their rules. The second option is the Shang Family’s Stillheart Cottage—only a First-Stage Secret Realm. You can explore it alongside Shang Family warriors, guaranteed safe, and you may freely choose from all the loot.」
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao thought even if the monk heard this, the choices were too unbalanced. The first had risk and uncertain rewards. The second was risk-free with customizable benefits. Anyone would obviously choose—
    

    

    
      「The first.」
    

    

    
      The Rat Monk immediately opened his eyes. 「This humble monk is willing to go to Xuanwu Lake.」
    

    

    
      Both Shang Qiao and Physician Sun were shocked. 「You sure?」 「How did you wake up?」
    

    

    
      Only Shang Xuanwen seemed unsurprised. He nodded: 「Very well. Notify me when you’re fully healed. I’ll send someone to escort you.」
    

    

    
      「This humble monk is almost healed.」 Though the Rat Monk still had minor internal injuries, it didn’t affect combat. What mattered more was diving into dungeons and earning money. 「I can leave right away.」
    

    

    
      Physician Sun hurried to stop him: 「Absolutely not. As they say, tendon and bone injuries take a hundred days. Your wounds are too severe. You must have internal damage that needs more days of treatment.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced at the remaining duration of ‘Minor Internal Injury’: 96 hours. 《The Messenger》 had extreme injury mechanics. Once heavily wounded, it was difficult to recover, and even then, long-lasting side effects followed—an alternate kind of stamina bar. Once players got injured while dungeoning, they knew it was time to explore other content.
    

    

    
      「No need. This humble monk can cure this injury upon class change. Dungeon combat is the best remedy.」 The Rat Monk got out of bed and tore off his bandages. 「When can I reach Xuanwu Lake Garrison?」
    

    

    
      「Prime Minister!」 Physician Sun turned to Shang Xuanwen, hoping he would help. 「How can you let a patient participate in dungeon combat?」
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Shang Xuanwen’s thinking wasn’t conventional: 「I’ll have a carriage depart in half an hour. You’ll arrive in about four hours.」
    

    

    
      「Good.」
    

    

    
      Shang Xuanwen didn’t hesitate. He had Shang Qiao fetch brush, ink, paper, and inkstone. On the spot, he wrote a recommendation letter and handed it to the Rat Monk. 「Give this to them when you arrive. They may assign you to start as a warrior. If they frame or plot against you, handle it yourself or write me.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing took the letter and asked, 「What if this humble monk, in a fit of rage, kills someone and flees? What would you do?」
    

    

    
      「Interesting. That just happened recently,」 Shang Xuanwen raised an eyebrow. 「If you defy the law and kill someone, the Court will issue a warrant. I will not shelter any criminal. If you get caught, the Justice Bureau will punish you by law.」
    

    

    
      So you’ll help me not get caught? Yan Qing suddenly found the old guy amusing.
    

    

    
      When they reached the carriage, Yan Qing discovered it matched Shang Xinlei’s noble-class carriage. It had full living amenities—essentially a mobile house.
    

    

    
      「While you’re at Xuanwu Lake, you can use this carriage,」 Shang Xuanwen said. 「Inside are clothes and rewards. A coachman and servants will take care of things. Need anything else?」
    

    

    
      「Nothing.」
    

    

    
      「Farewell, I won’t see you off.」
    

    

    
      He meant it. Once done, Shang Xuanwen left with a group of guards. Clearly, he had squeezed in time to visit the Rat Monk. As the Prime Minister of a nation, and considering all that happened last night, he couldn’t afford to waste time. Affairs in the Imperial Palace and the Ministry of Appointments awaited his decision.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing liked this no-nonsense attitude. If Shang Xuanwen insisted on gratitude, he’d be annoyed. This way was better. Just like an NPC—I help you, you reward me. We’re square. You continue your life, I continue my game.
    

    

    
      Two maids awaited at the carriage door, both gentle and lovely with graceful figures. They softly welcomed the Rat Monk aboard. Yan Qing thought: Is Shang Xuanwen testing the monk? Did he send such beauties because he noticed me peeking at girls through the monk’s eyes? But the Rat Monk was a man of virtue. After all, 《The Messenger》 was an all-ages game.
    

    

    
      The carriage was luxuriously furnished. With maids on both sides, if the Rat Monk wore a brocade kasaya, anyone who saw him would whisper, “What a lustful monk with a golden shell and rotten core.”
    

    

    
      Through the window, he could hear commoners still discussing last night’s theft, some lamenting they missed the chance to exchange common items for a Heartguard Mirror, even others burning paper to worship the Divine Marquis Estate—the streets bustled like it was a festival.
    

    

    
      Once the carriage left Jiangnan City, Yan Qing lost interest in the scenery. Before switching alts, he remembered Shang Xuanwen mentioned clothes and gifts. When he looked, he couldn’t help but laugh—Shang Xuanwen really had prepared a brocade kasaya. Where did he even buy it? Such high-tier class gear must have been custom-made.
    

    

    
      Besides the kasaya, there were also many undergarments that were both comfortable and practical. Shang Family’s products were guaranteed quality. Yan Qing kept two sets for himself.
    

    

    
      But the biggest surprise was the two manuals: 《Basic Sword Technique Mastery Manual》 and 《Advanced Sword Technique Mastery Manual》!
    

    

    
      His first instinct was to use them himself. These two would let him achieve Second Job Change instantly—he already had the Advanced Footwork Mastery Manual bought from Great Qi. But after brief thought, he gave up the tempting idea.
    

    

    
      First, even after a second class change, Bingzi Pepper Forest would remain his strongest offensive token. If he changed to a sword class, it wouldn’t be compatible.
    

    

    
      Second, though he viewed the alt’s items as his, this gift was from Shang Xuanwen to the Rat Monk. He felt it should be received by the monk.
    

    

    
      It was, undoubtedly, a silly self-satisfaction. The Rat Monk was merely a puppet he controlled. The real beneficiary of Shang Xuanwen’s gratitude was the player Yan Qing. But that’s the essence of games: projecting oneself into the character, living another life through fantasy.
    

    

    
      Besides the two manuals, there was also a box. Yan Qing opened it and found a rare Second-Stage longsword. On the blade was a Buddhist verse: “All appearances are illusory.”
    

    

    
      『Seven-Step Chant』
    

    

    
      [Grade: Second-Stage Rare]
    

    

    
      [Durability: 70/75]
    

    

    
      [Equip Requirement: 10 Vital Energy and Blood]
    

    

    
      [Equip Requirement: Advanced Sword Technique MAX]
    

    

    
      [Base Attack: 15~40]
    

    

    
      [Effect - Accumulated Karma: Damage dealt by this sword does not manifest immediately. When the enemy takes seven steps or after seven seconds, all accumulated damage erupts at once, dealing 150% critical damage. This effect can be toggled.]
    

    

    
      [Effect - Taking Life: Deals 10 bonus damage to humanoid enemies and always causes maximum damage.]
    

    

    
      [Evaluation: Legend has it that a swordsman and a monk once made a wager. The swordsman claimed his blade could cut anything; the monk trusted the Buddha’s protection. After the swordsman struck, the monk appeared unharmed. But after taking seven steps, his head fell off. The blade was so sharp the monk hadn’t even realized he was dead.]
    

    

    
      Clearly, Shang Xuanwen had thought this through. 『Seven-Step Chant』 required no Spirit Jade, meaning the Rat Monk could use it effectively even as a First Job character. Still, gifting a monk a sword known for killing monks... felt oddly ironic.
    

    

    
      Inside the sword box, there was also a note. Yan Qing picked it up and paused.
    

    

    
      「Seeing how much you adore the Heaven-Reliant Sword, I had intended to ask His Majesty to bestow it upon you. But fate had other plans. I hope this Vajra Sword serves you well. With this, we are square. Still, friends.」
    

    

    
      “Vajra Sword?” Yan Qing chuckled. “These illiterates… just because it has a Buddhist verse doesn’t mean you can name it whatever.”
    

    

    
      He had the Rat Monk don the kasaya and equip 『Seven-Step Chant』. The carriage rode smoothly, the road was level, not a bump in sight.
    

    

    
      “Friends…”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing suddenly sighed. “Kinda makes me want a friend.”
    

    

    
      Socializing was a normal emotional need. In games, it existed too, but always veiled by an alt’s persona, bound by its role. But a shut-in holed up in the Thieves' House like him? How would he ever meet someone? Unless fate handed him a romance through a home invasion.
    

    

    
      “Forget it. Let’s go to Zhen Sanshan and test 『Seven-Step Chant』. Hope Zheng Shan’s tough enough to slice.”
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      “You’ll never guess what just happened.” Shang Xinlei spoke as she munched on shrimp dumplings, her face brimming with smiles. Yan Qing even feared she’d spray food out mid-sentence. “You know Xiao Yu, right? My and Jiang Ten’s friend. My father actually took her in as an adopted daughter, cleared her name, and even represented the Shang Family to borrow a Legendary Token from her—he treats her no differently than his own children.”
    

    

    
      “And get this, he already sent over the rewards from Mansu Woodland. Xiao Yu got a Third-Stage Token and a Storage Ring. Mine was a martial manual on fist and palm techniques—perfect for my third brother. But that manual is worth more than both of Xiao Yu’s rewards combined. Did he pocket some of her stuff for himself? Or maybe he upgraded mine to a better manual... what do you think?”
    

    

    
      “Also, the Rat Monk left first thing this morning—was that your doing? You should’ve had him stay with the Shang Family a few more days! Everyone at home wanted to personally thank him after hearing how he risked his life to protect my father. You should tell him to come back—he’d be showered with benefits.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing looked up and let out a long sigh. I was wrong. I don’t actually want friends. Heaven, I want a refund.
    

    

    
      Last night, Shang Xinlei said she’d bring snacks to share, and Yan Qing had half-heartedly agreed—he was feeling a bit peckish. Jiang Ten and Ye Si's barracks meals were all heavy military food: grilled meat by seasoned veterans, oily, salty, carb-loaded. Delicious, sure, but too much of it left Yan Qing craving something light and refined. Jiangnan pastries were just the thing.
    

    

    
      He just hadn’t expected Shang Xinlei to talk so much. She’d been going nonstop since she arrived, like a hundred magpies chirping in his ears. Only now did Yan Qing finally understand Shang Xuanwen’s words—no wonder he longed for a quiet dinner with his family. Silence really was golden.
    

    

    
      “Do you think the royal family of Great Liang has realized we’re the Immortals behind the Trading Board?” Shang Xinlei suddenly switched tone mid-sip of her Tieguanyin tea, sounding a little worried. “Even though I haven’t heard anything from the palace yet…”
    

    

    
      “They definitely figured it out,” Yan Qing replied. “Everything I traded was a gate key. Plus, we looted so much stuff inside. The moment they saw it, they would’ve pieced it together. But don’t worry. Even if they know it was me, it doesn’t matter. They won’t say anything, and they won’t find me either.”
    

    

    
      He had spent so long thinking outside the Inner Treasury’s gates not just to tease Shang Xinlei, but to weigh the consequences of using a Treasure-Hunting Token to trade for a gate key. His conclusion: exposure was inevitable—but the aftermath was entirely manageable.
    

    

    
      The royal family of Great Liang might know the person behind the Trading Board was a thief, but they wouldn’t make it public. Because revealing that would also expose the keys to their Inner Treasury. That vault only worked as a deterrent against the uninformed. If an intruder came prepared, the Inner Treasury was basically an unguarded public toilet.
    

    

    
      More importantly, while they knew the mastermind behind the Trading Board was a thief, they still didn’t know which thief!
    

    

    
      Worst case, even if the royal family did leak the news, Yan Qing wouldn’t care. He wasn’t operating outside in the open anyway. The only risk was that Black Wolf and White Fox might connect the dots and realize he was the Immortal of the Trading Board. But even if they came for him, Yan Qing could always escape with a Return Token.
    

    

    
      Truth was, Yan Qing never expected to keep the Immortal identity hidden forever. If secrecy were his priority, he wouldn’t be selling anything on the board in the first place. He simply didn’t want attention, but exposure didn’t scare him.
    

    

    
      Yeah, I robbed your treasury—so what?
    

    

    
      Yeah, I sell stuff on the Trading Board and don’t pay taxes—what are you gonna do about it?
    

    

    
      If you’ve got guts, come to the Thieves’ House and beat me!
    

    

    
      In fact, Yan Qing secretly hoped the royal family would leak the info. Then he could openly fence stolen goods. Imagine it—he kills their people, puts their Tokens up for trade, and they either have to buy them back or watch helplessly as someone else does. They couldn’t stop the trade, couldn’t retaliate… it was psychological warfare on top of robbery.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the royal family probably wouldn’t be that reckless. They had too much to lose—unlike Yan Qing, who was broke and had nothing to fear.
    

    

    
      They say there are two types of players in online games: the stealthy type who hides everything to avoid attention, and the flamboyant type who wants their every move announced to the whole server. Yan Qing was somewhere in between. He didn’t seek the spotlight, but when the time came to shock the world, he would reluctantly accept the honor.
    

    

    
      “But still, don’t go wandering around Jiangnan City at night anymore,” Yan Qing warned. “The royal family is definitely tightening things up behind the scenes. If they catch you, they’ll suspect you’re one of us. Even your father might not be able to protect you.”
    

    

    
      “Got~ it~ already~” Shang Xinlei pouted. “You sound just like my brother—so naggy…”
    

    

    
      A vein throbbed on Yan Qing’s forehead. Damn it, he hadn’t even complained about her constant chatter, and now that he gave one reminder, he was the annoying one? Talk about ungrateful!
    

    

    
      He said nothing, just picked up a glutinous rice chicken and chomped away.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei went on about family affairs for a while longer. Seeing Yan Qing keeping his head down and not even looking at her, she blinked and fell silent, quietly nibbling on her snacks.
    

    

    
      After a while, when she still hadn’t spoken, Yan Qing wondered: wasn’t she the talkative type? Why so quiet now? But of course—no one wants to talk to a cold shoulder. It made sense she’d give up. Still, they were acquaintances. He couldn’t stay cold forever. Through her, he could also get a lot of information…
    

    

    
      With that in mind, he decided to break the ice. But just as he turned to speak, he saw Shang Xinlei staring at him with wide eyes.
    

    

    
      “You lost!” she immediately declared with a triumphant grin. “You looked over. That means I win!”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing froze for a moment, feeling both annoyed and amused. “Childish. I only turned to grab a shrimp dumpling.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, excuses mean you’ve lost! A loss is a loss!” Shang Xinlei giggled and pushed over the seaweed rolls. “Try this—it’s delicious.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing took one. It was filled with pork, fish paste, and crab meat. Fragrant and quite tasty.
    

    

    
      “Not bad,” he commented.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei scoffed at him.
    

    

    
      Thanks to this little interlude, even though it was still mostly Shang Xinlei talking and Yan Qing listening, the mood between them visibly relaxed.
    

    

    
      “Say, do you really have to keep disguising yourself even when eating? This is the Thieves’ House—we’re totally safe here. What, are you really that ugly?” Shang Xinlei complained.
    

    

    
      Obviously, eating with a mask on was impossible. He wasn’t Hatake Kakashi. But Yan Qing had prepared for this—just like when he went to Chang’an, he wrapped his face in bandages, leaving only his eyes, nose, and mouth exposed. He looked like Shishio Makoto.
    

    

    
      Faced with her teasing, Yan Qing stayed silent. Shang Xinlei poked his elbow with a finger. “Come on, just one look. One peek, okay?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “How many meals before you’ll take it off? Five? Ten?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt weird about this. No wonder she was from a wealthy clan—every word out of her mouth sounded like she was trying to coerce a courtesan.
    

    

    
      “Even if you knock tomorrow, I won’t come out.”
    

    

    
      “Really? I reserved the Supreme Spicy Tofu at Dongjiang Pavilion—six flavors in one. They only sell three a day. You’re really not tempted?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing froze. Suddenly, he really wished the Rat Monk hadn’t left Jiangnan City so soon. If he were still around, Yan Qing wouldn’t have to rely on Shang Xinlei for meals!
    

    

    
      “Oh, and I gave you the Essence of the Red Furnace last night. Isn’t it fair to ask to see your face in return?”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you say that was to repay the life-saving debt you owed me?”
    

    

    
      “I changed my mind. I’ll repay that later. Right now, I want to trade the Red Furnace Essence to see your face.”
    

    

    
      “The life-saving debt can wait. This can’t.”
    

    

    
      “Why not?” She leaned over the table, pouting. “Even if you’re hideous, I won’t laugh. There are tons of Tokens that can change your looks. Trust me—you can become a handsome guy!”
    

    

    
      “Say whatever you like,” Yan Qing replied coolly. “I’m not afraid of exposing my face. I just don’t see the need. One more secret means one more layer of safety.”
    

    

    
      As long as no one had seen his face, he could one day leave the Thieves’ House and vanish without a trace. No one could chase a man whose face had never been revealed.
    

    

    
      “Do you wear a mask even when you're with Jiang Ten and the others?”
    

    

    
      That was a tricky one... Yan Qing thought it over and gave an honest answer: “They’ve never seen my face.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei looked incredulous. “Not even Jiang Ten? Then doesn’t that mean no one in this world has seen the real you?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked and met her gaze.
    

    

    
      There was no better answer than silence.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s smile faded. She had meant it as a joke, but Yan Qing’s serious response left her unable to laugh.
    

    

    
      “Living like this... isn’t it exhausting?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing shook his head. “Compared to Jiang Ten and the Rat Monk, not really.”
    

    

    
      “I think Jiang Ten and the Rat Monk live far easier lives than you,” Shang Xinlei murmured. “They have clear goals and move without hesitation, like they’re walking a straight road with no forks... So I once thought you were the same. Like one of those villainous masterminds in a storybook—plotting world domination with a clear plan, relentless execution, and unwavering resolve.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked. For some reason, her words made him strangely happy. Praise him all you want, he might not react—but compliment his gaming skills? He’d be beaming.
    

    

    
      “But sometimes,” Shang Xinlei continued, “I feel like you’re actually lost. You’re always moving forward, more cautious than anyone, always prepared for any obstacle... but it doesn’t feel like you’re chasing something. More like something is chasing you.”
    

    

    
      “What did you come to the Thieves’ House for, really?”
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      Why did I come to the Thieves’ House in the first place?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s first reaction was to feel baffled, because he was different from the others. He wasn’t a thief at all. His background for three generations had been clean and innocent. It was only by accident that he transmigrated into this instance, and was forced to go around killing and burning with these thieves. If one day they were caught by the Divine Marquis Estate, Yan Qing felt he could still defend himself—he should count as a coerced accomplice.
    

    

    
      As for Black Wolf, White Fox, and Red Snake, some deliberately became thieves just to enter the Thieves’ House, while others were thieves to try their luck at being recruited. No matter the case, all harbored ulterior motives—subjectively criminal in intent, and objectively criminal in act. But Yan Qing was different. He simply had nowhere to go and dared not step into the jungle of survival of the fittest. That was why he stayed in the Thieves’ House... He only wanted to survive.
    

    

    
      But the moment he came to that conclusion, Yan Qing realized the absurdity of it.
    

    

    
      Because he was already safe.
    

    

    
      Ye Si was about to undergo the second job change, Jiang Ten the third, and as for Rat Monk, after arriving at the Xuanwu Lake Garrison, it wouldn’t take many days before he could reach second-stage and charge toward the third. Not to mention these alternate characters—for Yan Qing, once he traded for an Advanced Blade Technique on the Trading Board and used the two Secret Technique Books, what remained was polishing his skills. The path to three job changes was clear.
    

    

    
      A Third-Stage Messenger would be considered a top expert anywhere, not to mention he had a Return Token. Even when facing a Foundation Messenger, he would still be capable of defending himself.
    

    

    
      In fact, staying in the Thieves’ House posed greater risks. Let alone the pursuit from the Divine Marquis Estate, the tasks given by the Thieves’ House only kept escalating. For instance, during the recent Heaven-Reliant Theft Case, he encountered the Foundation Messenger Hermit Yu Li, while Black Wolf and White Fox clashed with Shang Xuanwen. If it weren’t for a combination of luck and strength, the four of them might not have returned unscathed.
    

    

    
      The second mission had already pushed their strength to the limit.
    

    

    
      If Yan Qing continued staying in the Thieves’ House, while it was possible he could flawlessly steal his targets, there was a far greater chance that one day he would face an enemy beyond his ability to fight, get surrounded, and be unable to escape... The end of a thief was always such a dead end.
    

    

    
      That was why Shang Xinlei asked why he came to the Thieves’ House. Although he could abandon the mission, the risk of death always remained. Without a massive, burning desire, who would repeatedly take on such dangerous tasks?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing also asked himself: Yeah, why was I still staying in the Thieves’ House?
    

    

    
      It was like someone preparing for marriage being suddenly asked, “What do you even like about your partner?” Then, awakening to the realization that they might not like the person at all—just going through the motions out of habit.
    

    

    
      At the beginning, Yan Qing had been weak, and had to rely on the Thieves’ House to protect himself. Even if there were risks, they were bearable. But now, he had many alternate characters to protect him, and had some power of his own. The Thieves’ House was no longer a necessity, but its risks were growing daily.
    

    

    
      He could leave.
    

    

    
      Where to next, he wasn’t sure yet. Maybe he could buy a mansion with Shang Xinlei in Jiangnan City, live a carefree life in the main city, eat and drink every day—wasn’t that wonderful? And no missions!
    

    

    
      Even if Yan Qing wanted the rewards from the Thieves’ House, he didn’t have to participate himself. He could create a thief alternate character and see if it could sneak in. And while the Thieves’ House’s rewards were tempting, they weren’t indispensable. As long as Yan Qing created enough alternates and farmed instances all over the world, dozens of alternates could support one main—his growth speed wouldn’t be slower than Black Wolf, White Fox, or Red Snake.
    

    

    
      Even without the Thieves’ House, he could still build his Foundation and ascend.
    

    

    
      The more Yan Qing thought about it, the more tempted he became. He felt just like those authors who worked a job while writing novels on the side, until one day they realized the novel income was several times higher than their job’s. At that point, they started to wonder—why not just quit? And upon reflection, found no reason not to quit.
    

    

    
      But somewhere deep down, something still felt off. Yet he couldn’t put a finger on what exactly.
    

    

    
      It seemed he needed to hear what others thought.
    

    

    
      “And you? Why did you come to the Thieves’ House?”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei saw he had been silent for so long and thought he didn’t intend to answer, but then Yan Qing turned the question back on her. She picked up a custard bun and tore it open. The hot, creamy filling oozed out. As she licked it up, she replied, “At first, it was out of curiosity. Who wouldn’t be tempted to try whether they could control the Thieves’ House—a secret realm that lets you teleport anywhere in the world? Later, when I saw you acquire the Bingzi Pepper Forest, I naturally wanted to bid for a Legendary Token too. But before that could happen, I got a legendary Throwing Ring from the Mansu Woodland.”
    

    

    
      “But the Thieves’ House gives out more than just Legendary Tokens. It also offers rare items. Like the Essence of the Red Furnace—I hadn’t even heard of it before. It probably only drops from Fourth-Stage secret realms or higher. If the Thieves’ House’s rewards keep growing, even Foundation Pills might show up in the future,” Shang Xinlei said seriously. “Compared to the Divine Marquis Estate, obtaining a Foundation Pill from the Thieves’ House is definitely easier and more likely.”
    

    

    
      “Then once you get a Foundation Pill, will you stay in the Thieves’ House?” Yan Qing asked.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei nodded as if it were obvious. “Of course. This is a rare opportunity. As long as I don’t encounter a mission that forces me to give up, I’ll naturally stay.”
    

    

    
      “What if you had another opportunity? Like, what if you could clear a Fourth- or Fifth-Stage secret realm at extremely low cost, with zero risk, and gain endless resources to cultivate up to Sixth-Stage—would you still remain in the Thieves’ House?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Why? Once you’re a Fourth-Stage Foundation, the missions the Thieves’ House assigns will scale accordingly. You might face even stronger enemies and more hopeless situations than the Imperial Secret Treasury. If you have a safer alternative, why cling to the Thieves’ House?” Yan Qing was truly confused.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei finished her custard bun, thought for a moment, then said, “By that logic, I never needed to strive to become a Messenger in the first place.”
    

    

    
      “I was born the fourth daughter of the Shang Family, never lacking food or clothing. Any discomfort could be cured by doctors. I could have lived a life of leisure, and the only price would’ve been marrying someone I didn’t love—which, compared to the hardships of honing my craft and the risks of secret realm training, sounds easy. My second sister chose that path. When I visited her recently, she looked happy. Her life is full of peaceful days—far better than me nearly being trapped in the Imperial Secret Treasury.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing nodded repeatedly. If he had transmigrated not into the Thieves’ House but into some rich family’s idle young master, he wouldn’t bother becoming a Messenger either. Wouldn’t it be great to just laze around?
    

    

    
      “Actually, I could rest now too. Three job changes aren’t hard for me. And a Third-Stage Messenger already has a voice in the family—at least enough to choose their own marriage.” Shang Xinlei glanced at Yan Qing. “I could marry someone I love and live happily under my family’s protection for life. Even if the Shang Family is pushed out of power, they’ll never stop supporting a Third-Stage Messenger.”
    

    

    
      That’s the life of my dreams, Yan Qing thought wistfully. But it only made him more curious: “Then why don’t you? Are you staying in the Thieves’ House for power? For Foundation and Ascension? For immortality? To see more of the world?”
    

    

    
      “You’re right about all of that,” Shang Xinlei nodded. “But if we’re talking about the most fundamental reason, then I guess it’s... because I can.”
    

    

    
      “You can?”
    

    

    
      “I can do what others can’t. I can do it better than others. Many Messengers don’t start out with grand goals—they simply find meaning in their craft. They realize they’re different, that they can go higher and further. If I had to put it in words, it would be... ‘The heavens follow their course, and all beings fulfill their roles.’” Shang Xinlei smiled faintly. “Destiny pushes people into the roles that suit them.”
    

    

    
      “If the Thieves’ House is the vessel that can carry me farther and higher, why should I leave?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing shook his head. “But it’s still dangerous... That answer doesn’t convince me.”
    

    

    
      “Sounds like you’re part of the Precautionist School?”
    

    

    
      “Precautionist?”
    

    

    
      “There were once two schools of thought. The Precautionist School is like you—always doing the safest thing. Using Third-Stage to clear Second-Stage realms, Second-Stage to clear First-Stage realms, minimizing losses while gaining resources. The opposite is the Aggressive School, which seizes every opportunity, pushes limits, and never stops striving.”
    

    

    
      “You’re Aggressive School?”
    

    

    
      “To be precise, all three nations of the Central Plains follow the Aggressive path. The Precautionist approach is too inefficient and easily falls behind. For example, in the Great Liang, if a noble family’s talents dry up even briefly, other families will crush them and push them out of power.” Shang Xinlei sipped her tea. “But I’m not using that to argue reality against you. The Aggressive approach benefits the group, while the Precautionist is the safest for the individual. I used to be Precautionist.”
    

    

    
      “You used to be?” Yan Qing caught that detail sharply.
    

    

    
      “Yes, used to be. I only switched to Aggressive because you cursed me.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing refused to take the blame. “Woman, you can eat shit but don’t talk nonsense.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not talking nonsense.” Shang Xinlei shot him a sideways glance. “I originally planned to stay peacefully in the family after my third job change. After all, even my father is only Third-Stage... But you said I could become Fourth-Stage and shelter the family. That’s what sparked an ambition I never had before. I’m going to use the Thieves’ House to push myself as far as I can—until I reach my limit.”
    

    

    
      “Maybe I’ll face mortal danger on the way, and I’ll regret it then. But compared to quitting the Thieves’ House and regretting it for the rest of my life, the former suits me better.”
    

    

    
      “It’s all your fault for cursing me. Now I might not live to die of old age, so I’m going to curse you too.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei said this solemnly, then pointed at Yan Qing and drew circles in the air, chanting under her breath:
    

    

    
      “One day, you’ll willingly take off your mask. You’ll meet someone you can truly trust. Your subordinates will all be proud of you.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s heart stirred. He had thought he hid himself well, but Shang Xinlei had already seen through the unease beneath his tough exterior. Compared to this politically savvy young lady from a noble house, he was still too green. His earlier caution had been right—the more he interacted with these thieves, the more he exposed himself. At every thief meeting, he was careful not to let others see his golden shell.
    

    

    
      But looking at the girl before him, with custard still at the corner of her mouth, Yan Qing couldn’t feel fear—only relief. Like a murderer disposing of a body only to find someone beside him—then realizing it was his friend who killed often... It’s fine if she knows. At least I don’t have to act so hard in front of her.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei continued muttering: “Also, you’re a pig. You’re a pig. You’re a pig…”
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      Yan Qing grabbed her finger and started pulling it outward. Shang Xinlei hurriedly yanked it back. “It’s going to break, it’s going to break!”
    

    

    
      “Hmph.” Yan Qing lowered his head and began eating the pan-fried dumplings.
    

    

    
      “You still haven’t answered me,” Shang Xinlei asked. “What exactly does a pig like you want from coming to the Thieves' House?”
    

    

    
      “To take control of the Thieves' House,” Yan Qing replied indifferently. “The safest place in the world is none other than the Thieves' House, and the most convenient place is also the Thieves' House. As long as I control this place, I will forever remain invincible. I can reach anywhere, and no one can trap me, no one can threaten me.”
    

    

    
      “When that day comes, I’ll be able to remove the mask and no longer need to hide my identity.”
    

    

    
      When Shang Xinlei brought up Shang Xuanwen, Yan Qing also realized the flaw in his logic: so what if it was the Main City? Wasn't Shang Xuanwen still assassinated multiple times in the Main City? Even the Pingcheng Military Camp often spread rumors about the Emperor of Buye Tian slaughtering people on the streets—the Main City was far from absolutely safe.
    

    

    
      Even if one became stronger, there would always be someone stronger—unless one reached the Ninth Job Change. In comparison, the Thieves' House was a more reasonable target. Once he became the master of the Thieves' House, Yan Qing would no longer have anything to worry about.
    

    

    
      At its core, his goal was still survival. It wasn’t driven by any grand ideal. Previously it had been “find a way to live,” and now it was “find a way to live better.” But that’s how most things in the world were. The ministers who seized the throne had once been loyal subjects; the emperors who unified the realm were once fugitives hiding in the mountains. No one knew how far they could go—one step at a time.
    

    

    
      Since he could walk, then he would keep walking.
    

    

    
      As she watched Yan Qing’s eyes grow steadily firmer, Shang Xinlei couldn’t help the upward curve of her lips. Her brows arched with a smile appearing on her face.
    

    

    
      She said leisurely, “Then I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. The one who will control the Thieves' House in the future can only be me. But if you beg while hugging my leg, I might allow you to stay as a servant.”
    

    

    
      “Done eating. You can leave now.” Yan Qing couldn’t be bothered with her and prepared to take off after finishing the last dumpling.
    

    

    
      “We haven’t even gotten to dessert!” Shang Xinlei stopped him and brought out two large cups of ice cream from the room—seriously, which Secret Realm actually produced ice cream?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had no choice but to sit back down. After all, wasting food was a sin.
    

    

    
      “You got some on your bandage. Let me help you remove it, or it’ll attract bugs.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, bugs that can talk too.”
    

    

    
      “Bugs that talk?... Get lost!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei couldn’t win the banter, so she stomped in frustration. However, Yan Qing dodged nimbly and even locked her long legs between his own, making it impossible for her to break free.
    

    

    
      While they were having their under-the-table showdown, Yan Qing suddenly remembered something. “Do you know of any Third-Stage Secret Realms that one can enter at will?”
    

    

    
      Now that the Rat Monk had gone to the Xuanwu Lake Garrison and Ye Si was stationed at Pingcheng, Yan Qing no longer lacked access to First and Second-Stage Secret Realms. He might as well try finding a Third-Stage one. He might get lucky and find a Secret Technique Book or some other advanced manual. Although the Xuanwu Lake Garrison had Third-Stage Secret Realms too, the Rat Monk clearly didn’t have the strength to enter one for now, and likely wouldn’t allow him to enter even if he could.
    

    

    
      Previously, Yan Qing had probed Gai Louxian about why Jiang Ten and Ye Si weren’t sent to try out the Second-Stage Secret Realms. Gai Louxian had tactfully explained: Secret Realms above the Second Stage weren’t just rich in resources. The process of “conquering the Secret Realm” itself was a priceless treasure.
    

    

    
      How to organize the troops, how to configure the tokens—if others spent countless lives perfecting a strategy, wouldn’t it be a huge loss if you just copied it effortlessly?
    

    

    
      Hence, even if the Rat Monk had Third-Stage capabilities, others might not let him in.
    

    

    
      “A Third-Stage Secret Realm you can enter at will? That’d definitely be the Demon-Path Vicious Grounds,” Shang Xinlei blurted out.
    

    

    
      “Demon-Path Vicious Grounds?”
    

    

    
      “There are five major Demon-Path Vicious Grounds in the Central Plains: Yunmeng Swamp, Shu Mountain, Wuyou Cavern, Merry Forest, and Liangshan Marsh,” Shang Xinlei stared at him. “These are places even Demon-Path Messengers would certainly know—”
    

    

    
      “I don’t!” Yan Qing replied firmly. Since you already think I’m just a glittering shell, I won’t pretend anymore. “Why are these places called Demon-Path Vicious Grounds?”
    

    

    
      “Because each of these places contains high-difficulty Secret Realms and are all far from the three Main Cities, with terrain that is easy to defend and hard to attack, and extremely harsh environments. As long as these criteria are met, such places naturally become Demon-Path Vicious Grounds,” Shang Xinlei explained. “For example, Yunmeng Swamp in Great Liang is a fog-shrouded marsh. If troops are stationed there, they quickly grow irritable and riot. Many things can't be self-sustained and are difficult to transport in. After weighing the pros and cons, they can only be abandoned.”
    

    

    
      “But what’s worthless to the Court is a treasure trove for Demon-Path Messengers. Those who commit crimes and are left with no way out all flee to these vicious grounds. Over time, they become a plague to the area. But even the Court dares not casually send troops against them. Unless led by a Foundation Messenger, even most Third-Stage Messengers don’t return.”
    

    

    
      “But even if a Foundation Messenger is dispatched, once the Demon-Path Messengers burrow into the wilderness, there’s little they can do. It’s not like you can catch them like mice—assuming you even succeed in clearing them out, soon after, a new wave of Demon-Path Messengers will take over. In the end, any resource-rich area that’s far from imperial oversight inevitably becomes a criminal haven. That’s how all five Vicious Grounds came to be.”
    

    

    
      “In places like that, there are no rules. If your fists are strong enough, you get to enter the Secret Realm.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing pondered for a moment and said, “Actually, by your logic, the Messengers in the Demon-Path Vicious Grounds are less ‘demonic’ and more like rogue cultivators.”
    

    

    
      As for the criminal part, Yan Qing didn’t even bother mentioning it. In which country didn’t his alternate character have a criminal record? Where there was injustice, there would be criminals—besides, the so-called righteous path wasn’t that noble either.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei countered, “What do you mean by ‘rogue cultivator’?”
    

    

    
      “Someone who hides in remote places, avoids external conflicts, and cultivates alone.”
    

    

    
      “And where do they get their cultivation resources? Without Spirit Jade, they can’t even activate tokens. How do they train?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing instantly grasped her point. “But what if they discover a wild Secret Realm? Like those Messengers in the Demon-Path Vicious Grounds?”
    

    

    
      “You must understand—developing a Secret Realm is no easy task. Most allow over ten people to enter, and extracting the resources often requires hundreds of workers. That’s not even counting how to make use of those resources,” Shang Xinlei explained. “If a rogue cultivator discovers an easily exploitable wild Secret Realm, their life’s mission becomes establishing a family, occupying the Secret Realm, joining the Court, and trading its resources with the outside world.”
    

    

    
      “And the reason Demon-Path Vicious Grounds are so infamous is precisely because the Secret Realms there are nearly impossible to exploit. Most are Third-Stage Secret Realms—military garrisons find it difficult enough to get resources from them, let alone a bunch of rogue cultivators. At most, those rogues can scavenge scraps. As for the treasure chests inside? Forget it. Even if they exist, they’re already claimed by Demon-Path bigshots.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing figured that made sense. Rogue cultivators were basically broke. If they could exploit the freely-refreshing materials in a Secret Realm, why wouldn’t they? But to do so required manpower. And organizing manpower meant building settlements and forming factions. With that many moving parts, it’d be impossible not to join the Court. This was what “serving the bigger picture” meant.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei added, “Of course, there might be rogue cultivators who, like you said, occupy a Secret Realm alone, choosing not to exploit it just to stay hidden. But they’re exceedingly rare. Most rogue cultivators are rootless drifters. If they don’t join the Court or one of the noble clans, they almost inevitably fall to the Demon Path.”
    

    

    
      At this point, even while eating dessert, Shang Xinlei’s gaze held a trace of darkness. Clearly, she didn’t hold Demon-Path Messengers in any regard.
    

    

    
      “Why are you so sure?” Yan Qing asked.
    

    

    
      “Because of Spirit Jade.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei said, “Spirit Jade is the foundation of all a Messenger’s power. But without backing from a faction or support from a Secret Realm, where can a rogue cultivator get Spirit Jade? Without Spirit Jade, they’re no different from commoners. Heck, even a group of farmers with pitchforks could beat them down. So whether to protect themselves or to oppress others, they almost always go down the same road—plundering.”
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      "To rob Spirit Jade, naturally, the targets are landowners, merchants, and bureaucrats whose families are thriving but lack the protection of Messengers. They’re like those shrimp dumplings just now—thin-skinned and stuffed full."
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei scooped a big mouthful of ice cream into her mouth. Yan Qing winced just watching her, his teeth aching: "That’s why Great Liang has developed an odd phenomenon—the farther from the capital, the less exploitation and oppression commoners suffer. Anyone without Messenger protection who dares to act recklessly is either decapitated by a passing Demon-Path Messenger or finds a prospective Messenger rising from the fields and slaughtering their entire family."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing said, "So just hire a Messenger as a guard, then?"
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei laughed, "Even the weakest First-Stage Messenger, who owns only one Token and participates in the simplest First-Stage Secret Realm raids in the garrison, earns at least six hundred Spirit Jade a year. Meanwhile, those major landowners occupying hills and fields in remote villages might not even make that much annually. What could they possibly use to hire a Messenger with? At best, they can afford a few able-bodied men."
    

    

    
      The wealth gap is that vast?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was a bit surprised, but upon further thought, it made perfect sense: this world simply wasn’t lacking in conventional resources.
    

    

    
      The annual output of an ordinary village might not even compare to the daily yield of a single First-Stage Secret Realm. What else could local gentry sell besides to the surrounding poor? Towns near garrisons were resource-rich.
    

    

    
      In terms of productivity, a Secret Realm Messenger could match the output of hundreds of farmers. Compared to Messengers, those landowners were the real poor.
    

    

    
      "While there are indeed scum who target commoners, many Demon-Path practitioners focus only on corrupt elites. After all, there’s nothing to squeeze out of commoners. That’s why public opinion about them isn’t all bad—there are plenty who are called chivalrous men, heroes, or righteous thieves." Shang Xinlei pointed to herself. "When I used to scavenge as a Feather Snake in Chang’an, the residents there even gave me a righteous thief nickname."
    

    

    
      "Sounds pretty decent," Yan Qing commented objectively. "Not good people, sure, but violent types like that operating outside the system can exert some deterrent force on court officials."
    

    

    
      "As long as there aren’t too many of them," Shang Xinlei said. "Once Demon-Path numbers grow, it's another story. After they’ve looted all the easy targets, whether they like it or not, they’ll have to go after villages near the garrisons. For them, running out of Spirit Jade means death."
    

    

    
      "But in garrison territories, which major household doesn’t have relatives who are Messengers? The garrisons don’t even need to take action—just offer a Warrior quota, and everyone will spontaneously hunt down Demon-Path trails. Many Messengers even volunteer for the capture missions. Demon-Path covets Spirit Jade, while Messengers covet Demon-Path Tokens."
    

    

    
      "Faced with such suddenly intensified resistance, Demon-Path members either die, surrender, or grow stronger until they become Demon-Path overlords. But regardless of the outcome, they always go on a killing spree. No one can stay rational and compassionate in life-or-death struggle. Years ago, there was a Demon disaster in Taihu. At first, it was just a few dozen Demon-Path attackers around the garrison, but it escalated into hundreds slaughtering freely. Even the garrison commander was lured into a trap and assassinated. My father had to transfer Messengers from other garrisons to finally quell the chaos. The population around Taihu dropped by nearly eighty percent."
    

    

    
      "Eighty percent?" Yan Qing found it hard to believe.
    

    

    
      "That’s why they’re called Demon-Path," Shang Xinlei said grimly. "There was once a Demon-Path scoundrel who rampaged around Jiangnan, committing atrocities in several places. I had already changed classes back then, so I tried to investigate. But when I arrived at the crime scene, I couldn’t bear it... everyone was dead. The Demon-Path scoundrel must’ve used only his fists to conserve Spirit Jade. Victims had their skulls crushed or chests caved in. Even children weren’t spared... and he left in a rush, not even looting the Spirit Jade from the manor. He didn’t kill for robbery, nor for pleasure—he just wanted to kill."
    

    

    
      "And it’s not an isolated case. It’s as if killing enough makes them completely fall, going mad like Secret Realm demons."
    

    

    
      Yan Qing moved his lips, as if to say something, but stopped. Shang Xinlei noticed and asked, "Are you wondering why they don’t just join the Court instead of walking the Demon-Path?"
    

    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    

    
      "Because many Demon-Path members come from the garrisons. Ordinary folks don’t qualify to become Demon-Path. Maybe they were oppressed, maybe they were greedy. But in the end, they couldn’t accept having to struggle for years just to become proper Messengers. So they stole Tokens and Spirit Jade from the garrisons and ran... That’s what Demon-Path is—a group of people who can never rise within the system. They're like floods, blizzards, avalanches—inevitable disasters when the population grows too large." Shang Xinlei paused. "That’s what my father told me."
    

    

    
      A structural contradiction.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing understood immediately. Messenger resources were limited, while there were too many Reservist Messengers. Of course some would turn to crime. It was unsolvable—inevitable even in a perfectly just society, let alone when the ruling classes of the Three Nations of the Central Plains monopolized all upward mobility. No wonder Demon-Path was widespread.
    

    

    
      But why did falling into the Demon-Path make people go insane?
    

    

    
      "If you plan to send people into a Danger Zone, make sure they’re strong and vicious. Best to send a big group so they can watch each other’s backs. Otherwise, even common thugs could grind your people to death," Shang Xinlei warned. "All Demon-Path are lunatics. Even a Third-Stage Messenger might get ambushed and slaughtered in those places."
    

    

    
      She paused. "Do you really need a Third-Stage Secret Realm? If it’s not urgent, wait until I reach Third-Stage. Then I can apply to participate in a Third-Stage raid. You and Jiang Ten can come with me—Jiang Ten as my guard, and you... as my servant."
    

    

    
      It wasn’t exactly urgent. There was no immediate crisis. Yan Qing had asked more for future planning. After all, Jiang Ten and Ye Si couldn’t keep grinding the Zhen Sanshan Secret Realm forever. Jiang Ten’s beauty had already drawn too many suitors—it wouldn’t be long before she escaped the garrison. He had to find a new place for his alternate characters.
    

    

    
      More importantly, all they needed to do now was clear daily quests. With the rest of the time free, of course he’d start a new alt and explore elsewhere.
    

    

    
      "I can’t play a servant, but you’d be perfect as my maid." Yan Qing asked, "Out of the five Demon-Path Danger Zones, which one would you recommend?"
    

    

    
      "In your dreams." Shang Xinlei stuck her tongue out and made a face. "As for recommendations... I don’t know much. But if you’re asking which Danger Zone holds the greatest value, without a doubt it’s Shudao Mountain, because it’s said to contain the legacy of the Foundation Messenger Si Wuxie."
    

    

    
      "Foundation Legacy?" Yan Qing sounded doubtful. "Even if it’s real, someone must’ve taken it by now, right? And if it’s a Foundation legacy, wouldn’t other Foundation Messengers also have gone there?"
    

    

    
      "It’s real," Shang Xinlei said. "Because Si Wuxie hid his legacy in a place even Foundation Messengers can barely touch—"
    

    

    
      "A Fourth-Stage Secret Realm."
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing closed the room door, he could still faintly hear Shang Xinlei’s voice bidding farewell.
    

    

    
      He unwrapped his bandages while turning on the Naise game console. Checking the notification bar, he saw that the Mansu Woodland event had already ended, with no new events appearing.
    

    

    
      Rat Monk was still en route to Lake Xuanwu, while Jiang Ten and Ye Si were taking a nap. These alternate characters were like grown-up pets now—requiring little care, not that he had ever really cared, just thrown them into fire and water.
    

    

    
      In the room’s corner lay four Tokens glowing with a blue hue, and a pair of damaged Foundation Gloves.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know what those Tokens did, but fortunately, Shang Xinlei—the inside agent siding with him—had investigated them earlier that morning. With this bait in hand, Yan Qing had accepted the invitation. He wasn’t just tempted by the food.
    

    

    
      These four blue-glowing Tokens were the Water-Treading Boots, Soul-Refining Armor, and a pair of Steel Legguards. The Steel Legguards, like the Steel Belt Yan Qing currently wore, permanently boosted Vital Energy and Dexterity through prolonged wear. But while the Steel Belt was a common-grade item, the Steel Legguards were Rare Tokens.
    

    

    
      The rarity showed in their effect: once strapped on, Yan Qing felt like his feet were welded to the ground. With the Steel Belt, he could still train normally; with the Legguards, even daily life required time to adapt.
    

    

    
      The Water-Treading Boots had two powers: one for rapid gliding over water, and another for rapid gliding over land, though the latter consumed Spirit Energy. Yan Qing tested them—he zipped across the room in a single breath. Fun, sure, but it’d take time to master. For someone like him who couldn’t dodge perfectly in real life, this was just the movement Token he needed.
    

    

    
      As for the Soul-Refining Armor, surprisingly, it was a Token for refining the soul.
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing put it on, the Armor felt like a breathing organism, conforming to his build. He took a string of Hundred-Jade in each hand and began channeling Spirit Energy into the Armor.
    

    

    
      One hundred... two hundred... five hundred... one thousand... three thousand...
    

    

    
      As more Spirit Energy flowed in, he felt his soul becoming more ‘solid,’ like it had started pulsing with blood. After feeding in ten thousand Spirit Energy, the Armor’s blue glow faded completely, and the sensation vanished.
    

    

    
      That was the effect of the Soul-Refining Armor—it strengthened the soul. Using it once cost ten thousand Spirit Jade and could only be done once a day. For ordinary people, it would be highly effective. But for Yan Qing, a First-Stage Messenger, it was only mildly helpful, boosting his stats by around 0.3—and only because his soul was a weakness. After his second job change improved that stat, the Armor’s effect would diminish even further.
    

    

    
      And since it was limited to once daily, even rich players couldn’t justify the cost.
    

    

    
      No wonder it was gathering dust in the Inner Treasury. Such high cost, such low return. Even Third-Stage Messengers didn’t earn ten thousand Spirit Jade a day—how could they afford to waste it? If Yan Qing hadn’t been exploiting the Trading Board to leech off the nation’s rich, he wouldn’t qualify to use it either.
    

    

    
      Still, the price of blade technique manuals had dropped to eight or nine thousand each. Over time, that income would definitely fall.
    

    

    
      After organizing the spoils, Yan Qing looked at the most valuable—but also the most useless—loot from his latest theft: the damaged Hands of Hundredfold Refinement.
    

    

    
      Once Emperor Taizu of Liang’s weapon of conquest, its legacy outshone even the Bingzi Pepper Forest and the Heaven-Reliant Sword. Even in its broken state, it remained the Royal Family’s most prized artifact. It longed to become a king’s blade once more—but had fallen into the hands of a thief.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing switched to Jiang Ten’s alternate character and contacted Gai Louxian, buying a product that surprised the latter greatly: Refined Gold Furnace Liquid.
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      Four days later, Qishan.
    

    

    
      From afar, the imperial road echoed with a deep rumble. A rabbit by the roadside looked around alertly, then darted into the grass with a whoosh. Three galloping horses rushed past, startling a flock of birds into flight.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, one horse foamed at the mouth, its limbs going weak as it collapsed to the ground. The young girl riding it screamed, but fortunately, her companion beside her reached out and grabbed her collar just in time, preventing a disastrous fall that would have harmed both rider and steed.
    

    

    
      “Th-thank you, Miss.” Shi Dong, still shaken, sat behind Medicine Master Wen and clutched her waist tightly.
    

    

    
      “Miss, should we rest for a bit? We’ve already run far enough,” Wu Qiu said. “Even Saluzi is about to give out.”
    

    

    
      “No!” Medicine Master Wen’s tone was resolute. “We must not stop until we reach Shu Mountain! Even if Saluzi dies running, it’s worth it!”
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu patted the yellow-maned horse beneath her and found its muscles trembling, eyes bloodshot, nostrils flaring—it had clearly reached its limit. She made up her mind. “This horse won’t last long. Shi Dong, take good care of Miss from now on. I’ll stay behind and draw off the pursuers.”
    

    

    
      “No!” Medicine Master Wen’s eyes burned red with anger. “I said we’d escape together—none of us are to be left behind! Don’t act on your own! If I wanted to flee alone, I’d have done it already. If you dare betray me, I’ll never forgive you for life!”
    

    

    
      “Miss…” Wu Qiu’s eyes welled with tears, filled with both guilt and gratitude. “It’s us who’ve dragged you down…”
    

    

    
      “Nonsense! If anyone’s to blame, it’s the Medicine Master Family dragging you into this!” Medicine Master Wen snapped, then softened her tone. “You’ve done your best. Leave the rest to me!”
    

    

    
      Just then, her ears twitched, and her expression darkened. A few seconds later, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong also heard the thunder of hooves behind them, their faces turning pale.
    

    

    
      “Hyah!”
    

    

    
      “Hyah!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen and Wu Qiu lashed their whips desperately, but their horses were already at their limits. No amount of urging could squeeze out more strength. Shi Dong glanced back—the black dots chasing them were growing larger, clearer. The lead pursuers were already drawing bows and nocking arrows!
    

    

    
      “Be careful!”
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      The bowstring snapped like thunder, and the arrow tore through the air like lightning. It wasn’t an exaggeration—the pursuers’ arrows literally turned into streaks of yellow thunder. As they flew, the electric arcs expanded in range until, when they neared Medicine Master Wen, they had become a storm of lightning, raising clouds of dust from the earth!
    

    

    
      Dodging was futile. Even if Medicine Master Wen evaded it, Saluzi and Shi Dong would be struck and reduced to ash by the thunderbolt’s aftermath.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen twisted her wrist, and a steel spear instantly appeared from her Storage Ring. With a shout, she grabbed Shi Dong, spun her waist, turned, and thrust—the spearhead struck the arrow dead-on!
    

    
      The thunderbolt arrow exploded into fragments, bursting into a dazzling bloom of lightning!
    

    

    
      But the explosion was too vast—it engulfed all of them. Wu Qiu and Shi Dong, lacking any defensive token, groaned in pain. Their two horses collapsed, foaming at the mouth, unable to rise again.
    

    

    
      “What a counterattack!”
    

    
      A man’s laugh came from behind. “Few in Great Zhou can deflect a Thunderfang Arrow like you!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen immediately rose from the ground, pulled out a bottle of Healing Pills, split one in half, and fed it to Wu Qiu and Shi Dong. By the time she finished, the pursuers had caught up and surrounded them at a three-way crossroads.
    

    

    
      When the maids regained consciousness and lifted their heads, they saw a group of masked soldiers on horseback—each one a First-Stage Messenger wearing defensive tokens and visored helms!
    

    

    
      Among the three elite units of the Central Plains—Masked Soldiers, Hundred-Ward Devils, and Black-Clad Warriors—these were the Masked Soldiers.
    

    
      Their leader, a refined-looking middle-aged man, carried a large bow on his back, a curved blade at his waist, and a spear hung from his horse. Unlike the armored soldiers behind him, he wore only a beast-hide cuirass, looking more like a hunter from the wilds.
    

    

    
      Yet, though Wu Qiu and Shi Dong were but servants of the Duke of Jin’s household—of humble birth—they had seen enough of the world to recognize the man before them, one whose status even the Duke himself must respect.
    

    

    
      “M-Miss…” Shi Dong tried to clutch Medicine Master Wen’s sleeve, but her hand soon fell limp. Staring down at the dirt, her voice trembled with tears. “Miss…”
    

    

    
      “Miss, forget about us.” Wu Qiu’s voice shook, though she did not cry. “You can still escape alone.”
    

    

    
      “Such loyalty between mistress and maids.” The middle-aged man’s eyes glimmered with a trace of admiration. “Are you not afraid?”
    

    

    
      Of course they were afraid.
    

    
      The Masked Soldiers’ gazes were naked and unrestrained, stripping them bare in spirit and body. Thinking of what awaited them, both Wu Qiu and Shi Dong trembled violently. They had heard what happened to women captured by soldiers… At the Duke’s banquets, military officers often boasted of such “amusements,” even reenacting them with the dancers for sport and laughter.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Shi Dong threw her arms around Medicine Master Wen’s leg. Wu Qiu forgot her fear and shouted, “Shi Dong! Miss has treated us with a grace deeper than the mountains—what are you doing!?”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen lowered her head. Shi Dong’s face was blurred with tears and terror.
    

    

    
      “M-Miss…” she sobbed. “Please… kill me.”
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu froze. Even the middle-aged man’s gaze flickered.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen pried Shi Dong’s hands away and said calmly, “Leave the rest to me.”
    

    

    
      “Miss…” Wu Qiu tried to speak again.
    

    

    
      “You’re foolish, but I don’t blame you.” Medicine Master Wen looked toward the middle-aged man. “Do you think he’s sparing us out of kindness? He’s waiting for me to flee. He wants me to run—so he can hunt me down slowly with that Thunderwood Bow, draining my Spirit Jade bit by bit. That’s what he loves best—bleeding his prey dry, pushing them step by step into despair. Safe. Beautiful. Certain.”
    

    

    
      “A rare kindred spirit,” the man smiled. “Had you inherited the Medicine Master Family’s token, you’d surely have become Great Zhou’s Pillar of Jade, its Beam of Gold. Perhaps even the Nation’s Foundation Stone itself. But alas, your father offended too many who should never be offended.”
    

    

    
      “Helan Que, the Mad Hunter!” Medicine Master Wen gripped her steel spear tightly, her Vital Energy and Blood surging into boundless battle fury. “Do you really think you’ve already won?”
    

    

    
      “If you insist on protecting those two burdens, I don’t see how you can.”
    

    
      Helan Que raised his hand. The Masked Soldiers behind him drew loaded steel crossbows.
    

    
      “Don’t worry,” he said mildly, “these won’t all fire at once. They’ll loose one bolt from time to time—while you’re fighting me.”
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu and Shi Dong instantly realized his cruel intent. “You despicable coward!” Wu Qiu spat. “Fight Miss honorably if you dare!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen could block the bolts, but doing so would divide her focus, preventing her from fighting at full strength. Helan Que, a seasoned Third-Stage Messenger with full military equipment and experience, already far outclassed her—and now he was using trickery to its fullest, turning her maids into living shackles.
    

    

    
      “There’s no such thing as ‘dishonor’ in battle,” Medicine Master Wen said instead, utterly calm. “Were I in his place, I’d do the same. Against an enemy, any means is justified. Victory alone is justice.”
    

    

    
      “Then surrender, Princess Zhaorou.” Helan Que smiled. “Submit, and I’ll see your maids safely married into good households. But if you fall, I can only regret leaving them to my soldiers’ mercy.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s eyes flared red. With a roar like thunder, her spear lunged like a dragon!
    

    

    
      But her target wasn’t Helan Que—it was the Masked Soldier beside him!
    

    

    
      Clang! Helan Que caught the strike with his spear. The horses around them reared and screamed, soldiers trembling under the pressure.
    

    
      When Third-Stage Messengers clashed, it was like monsters colliding—the shockwaves alone made one’s scalp crawl.
    

    

    
      After several exchanges, a soldier triggered his crossbow. The bolt flew straight toward Wu Qiu! Medicine Master Wen swept her spear in an arc, deflecting it back into the shooter’s faceplate! She wanted to press the advantage and cut down the soldiers—but Helan Que was upon her again, forcing her to turn and defend.
    

    

    
      Moments later, another bolt flew. This time, though she reacted in time, Helan Que’s sweep forced her onto the defensive. She barely withstood it with her defensive token.
    

    

    
      Everyone knew how this would end—Medicine Master Wen’s Spirit Energy would drain away as she protected her maids again and again. When it ran dry, all three of them would perish.
    

    

    
      “Shi Dong,” Wu Qiu said softly, “you’ve always been timid. When other servants bullied you, you’d cry and ask me to stand up for you.”
    

    

    
      Shi Dong understood, nodding silently.
    

    

    
      “Just like back then… let me help you this time too.”
    

    
      Wu Qiu removed the silver hairpin from her bun and gently stroked Shi Dong’s cheek with her left hand. “Close your eyes. It’ll be over soon.”
    

    

    
      “Mm…” Shi Dong closed her eyes, tears streaming, and placed Wu Qiu’s hand over her heart. Somehow, it worked—her trembling eased. The fear vanished.
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu bit her lip until it bled. Staring at Shi Dong’s throat, she plunged the silver hairpin forward with all her might!
    

    

    
      Clang! The hairpin flew aside. Wu Qiu collapsed, drained of strength, her face twisted with guilt and sorrow as she looked at Medicine Master Wen. “Can I—”
    

    

    
      “No!” Medicine Master Wen roared like a wild wolf. “I said, leave the rest to me!”
    

    

    
      Her mind raced, eyes darting as she sought a way out. She refused to believe this deadlock could trap her—refused to believe she couldn’t protect even her two maids!
    

    

    
      Helan Que was content to wait. The deeper their bond, the less chance she had to escape. Defeating Medicine Master Wen was easy; capturing her was the real prize.
    

    
      He knew she had taken plenty of Spirit Jade when she fled—bold and resolute as she was, only prolonged pursuit could exhaust her energy. If she could be finished here, all the better; if not, he’d at least weaken her for the next chase.
    

    

    
      If only he were a Demon-Path Messenger—or had one under his command—this would be much simpler… But he quickly dismissed the thought. The Demon Path might grant great power, but it was a road of no return. Even keeping such a follower near would be intolerable.
    

    

    
      The Masked Soldiers formed a perfect ring around them—a wall of spectators and hunters both.
    

    
      Then, one soldier noticed something and nudged his comrade. “Hey, what’s that?”
    

    

    
      The other squinted. “Looks like… a little girl?”
    

    

    
      From the other side of the crossroads, a black-haired girl with thick braided pigtails, carrying a sword nearly as tall as herself, strode toward the hunting ground with a swaggering step.
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      A little girl?
    

    

    
      The Masked Soldiers found it incomprehensible. This was the outer perimeter of Qishan, already not far from Shu Mountain. With the mountainous terrain and dense forests, there were virtually no registered villages nearby—only countless bandit dens that rose and fell like waves. No merchant caravans dared pass through here without Messenger escorts.
    

    

    
      The little girl in front of them didn’t even reach half their height. Her cheeks were plump and fair, and her attire was clearly extravagant—she was obviously of noble birth… What was she doing alone in a place like this?
    

    

    
      Anyone who had managed to become a Messenger within the Masked Soldier system might be utterly corrupt, but none of them were foolish enough to mistake a high card for a low one. When traveling outside, the most dangerous people to provoke were the elderly, sick, women, and children—because everyone thought they were easy targets, yet their continued survival proved they were anything but.
    

    

    
      “Halt!”
    

    

    
      One of the Masked Soldiers raised a steel crossbow and fired, the bolt striking the ground by the girl’s foot. “The Lord of Heyang Commandery is pursuing a most-wanted traitor. Unauthorized persons are not allowed near!”
    

    

    
      The little girl looked down at the bolt, then at the armored Masked Soldiers, and drew out her voice: “Ehh——”
    

    

    
      “These three big sisters don’t look like criminals to me. What crimes did they commit?”
    

    

    
      The squad leader was about to speak when something suddenly struck him as wrong: They had the area completely sealed off, the horses formed a wall, and the distance was significant. The girl was so short—how did she know the prisoners were three women?
    

    

    
      “You little brat, looking to die?” another soldier snapped, already impatient. He raised his steel crossbow and aimed at her. “Scram!”
    

    

    
      Had it been anyone else approaching, they would have killed them on the spot. But this girl's appearance, clothing, and bold behavior all raised suspicion that she had powerful backing. Normal people would’ve fled at the sight of them, not walked up and asked questions. They feared killing her might cause trouble, hence their 'courtesy.'
    

    

    
      “My brother said, if you want to kill someone, you should also be prepared to be killed.” The little girl tilted her head and asked, “Are you prepared?”
    

    

    
      “Haha, what a fierce little girl.”
    

    

    
      “Definitely a noble child. No way a common family could raise such a brat.”
    

    

    
      “If my kid dared talk to adults like that, I’d beat them to death. Kids these days, honestly.”
    

    

    
      Several soldiers laughed, some even eager to rush over and teach her a lesson, but the squad leader stopped them. “Don’t move. No one moves!”
    

    

    
      The leader was now convinced the girl was of noble birth, likely sneaking off while traveling with her family. Seeing them, she wasn’t afraid, and was imitating the speech of adults—clearly her family were the kind of powerful people who could command Masked Soldiers.
    

    

    
      “This has nothing to do with you. If you want answers, go ask your elders,” said the leader. “Don’t stir up trouble.”
    

    

    
      “My brother said, anyone who doesn’t speak to me properly is a demon.” The girl raised both hands and, after much effort, drew the longsword from her back. “I understand now. You’re demons wearing human skin.”
    

    

    
      “If you still won’t talk nicely before I act, then this young heroine shall slay demons and purge evil.”
    

    

    
      The soldiers burst out laughing. “Young heroine? Slaying demons? Like she’s ever seen a demon.”
    

    

    
      “She’s probably always playing these ‘heroine’ games at home. Thinks demons are like the servants in her courtyard, free to hit whenever.”
    

    

    
      “Wasn’t there that noble boy who came to the garrison town bragging like hell? Cried the moment he entered the Secret Realm.”
    

    

    
      “Could her family be watching from nearby? Only the wealthy can raise such a spoiled, domineering child.”
    

    

    
      At this comment, the soldiers exchanged looks, and the squad leader agreed—it was likely. Perhaps there were Second-Stage or even Third-Stage Messengers in the shadows, ready to protect her. They’d wait until one of them dared attack the girl, then kill them in return, giving her a real ‘heroine experience.’ Similar things had happened before in Zhou Kingdom.
    

    

    
      They, as First-Stage Messengers, could abuse ordinary folks at will—but Second-Stage and Third-Stage Messengers could do the same to them. This world was a cruel food chain. Everyone had a place. No one escaped it.
    

    

    
      As the girl neared, the squad leader had no choice but to raise his hands and loudly declare, “The Lord of Heyang Commandery acts on imperial decree to arrest the rebellious remnants of Duke of Jin. If you’re involved, both you and your family will be implicated in the treason case!”
    

    

    
      This warning wasn’t meant for the girl—it was meant for any hidden escorts nearby, urging them to take the clueless girl away.
    

    

    
      “Oh, so it’s court politics.” The girl stopped and lowered her sword. “My brother said, court politics is all just dogs biting each other—none of them are good. Not worth helping.”
    

    

    
      Your brother finally said something sensible, the soldiers thought.
    

    

    
      “But you said the big sister who looks like a monster is part of the rebel faction—I believe that.” She pointed at Wu Qiu and Shi Dong without hesitation. “But the other two sisters look like ordinary people. Did they commit crimes too?”
    

    

    
      “The emperor has ordered the extermination of all Duke of Jin’s household, no exceptions,” the leader said. “These two were maids in his residence. They too must be taken.”
    

    

    
      “So you’re saying—they’re innocent.”
    

    

    
      “You little brat, don’t know what’s good for you,” one soldier cursed. “Already said they’re Duke of Jin’s servants—how could they be innocent? Keep this up and don’t blame us for being rude!”
    

    

    
      “My brother once said, most people are like rootless duckweed, tossed about by wind and rain, unable to choose their fate.” The girl spoke calmly. “I’ve met many bandits on the road—just refugees with sickles and hoes. I didn’t blame them, even gave them some food… My brother said, true chivalry is just a bit of pity for the suffering dragged by the tides of the world.”
    

    

    
      “I’m going in to rescue them now. You may hit me once to make it look good—but if anyone hits me a second time, I’ll kill them.”
    

    

    
      With that, she leapt forward, dragging her longsword, heading straight into their formation.
    

    

    
      The soldiers were dumbfounded by her audacity. The squad leader reflexively aimed his steel crossbow at her, but just as he was about to fire, her words flashed through his mind. He instinctively raised the crossbow a bit higher—the bolt whizzed past her braided hair.
    

    

    
      The others opened fire as well. Some bolts struck the girl’s body and were deflected by an invisible barrier. Others missed her entirely—whether due to haste or some unknown force was unclear.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the battle between Medicine Master Wen and Helan Que had reached its climax. Their weapons alone were creating craters in the ground. Gone was the ease from Helan Que's face—his golden aura flickered constantly, clearly using multiple Rare Tokens simultaneously.
    

    

    
      The little girl’s appearance didn’t even register with them. Like wild beasts locked in a death match, a moment’s distraction would mean losing a chunk of flesh.
    

    

    
      The other soldiers, however, weren’t so passive. Seeing the girl charge toward Wu Qiu and Shi Dong, they raised their crossbows without hesitation, loosing dozens of bolts that rained down toward her from all directions.
    

    

    
      They weren’t worried about her rescuing the two maids—they feared she’d kill them. Before the operation began, Helan Que had explicitly ordered them not to kill the maids. Even during the hunt, they were only allowed to wound them in non-vital spots.
    

    

    
      The maids were bait—to hold Medicine Master Wen down. Even if she chose to flee alone, Helan Que could still use their corpses to enrage her.
    

    

    
      The weak never decided their own fate. A single thought from the strong could destroy their homeland, declare them traitors, and use them as disposable pawns.
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu understood this perfectly. That’s why she had sought death. The moment she heard Duke of Jin’s house had fallen, she knew their lives were over. Medicine Master Wen could survive alone outside—but they had never even left Chang’an Main City.
    

    

    
      They were like flowers inside a Secret Realm, utterly unfit for the wind and rain of the outside world. Without their young mistress’s protection, they would have long since perished.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, their mistress had too high standards—still hadn’t found a suitor… As her personal maids, her husband would naturally be their future master too. When their lady was indisposed, it would be their duty to serve the young master’s needs… If he was willing to indulge in pleasure with them when out of her sight, they’d be content. But not too often—lest it provoke the lady’s displeasure. That was the best love a maid could hope for.
    

    

    
      Yet during idle hours, Wu Qiu sometimes fantasized: if she were ever in danger, would a handsome noble come galloping in with an army to rescue her?
    

    

    
      But when it truly happened—she saw not a nobleman, but a little girl who could be her younger sister. Not a grand army, but that same little girl charging alone into a rain of arrows and a sea of enemies!
    

    

    
      The girl didn’t dodge the bolts. When they came within an inch of her body, they seemed to hit a soft, invisible wall, losing all momentum and falling to the ground harmlessly. Her shield was entirely unbreached.
    

    

    
      With a flick of her left hand, two bottles of Healing Pills appeared: “Take these and follow me. I’ll get you out. Don’t be afraid. Just stay behind me—I’ll handle the rest.”
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      Wu Qiu immediately took one pill each for herself and Shi Dong. Their bodies, crushed by fear and despair, once again surged with strength. Seeing that they both knew what to do, the little girl walked toward the Masked Soldiers, shouting loudly, “If you dare get up again after I’ve beaten you down, then you can only die!”
    

    

    
      “You brat, don’t be so arrogant! Let me, Tong Lei, deal with you!”
    

    

    
      A squad leader spurred his horse toward the little girl. He seemed to possess a Token that could instantly drive his mount to its maximum speed. In just five or six steps, the horse was already at full gallop, as though it could crush everything in its path!
    

    

    
      Seeing that crossbow bolts could not harm the little girl, the squad leader, Tong Lei, naturally realized she was a Messenger possessing a Defensive Token. Thus, his strike was utterly unreserved. The long spear in his right hand was already prepared; even if the little girl tried to dodge, he could still pierce her through with its tip!
    

    

    
      The horses used by the Masked Soldiers were all tall and powerful. Once mounted, the soldiers stood nearly nine feet high. With both horse and rider armored, their charge resembled a war chariot. Compared to that, the little girl’s body was frail and small. Even the long sword in her hand, nearly as tall as she was, looked like a mere toothpick in contrast.
    

    

    
      Faced with such a fierce offensive, the little girl did not evade. Instead, she took the initiative to meet it head-on. But since she had a Defensive Token, she would not be trampled into pulp—at worst, she would be knocked flying… Wu Qiu and Shi Dong could not help but narrow their eyes, unable to bear watching what seemed like a moth throwing itself into the flame.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      Just as the two were about to collide, the little girl suddenly leapt up. Her long sword sliced through the air like a hot knife through tofu. In an instant, the warhorse—armor, head, and all—was cleaved apart. The sword’s momentum did not stop there; it struck precisely at Tong Lei’s neck, knocking him clean off his horse and slamming him heavily into the ground!
    

    

    
      If not for his Masked Helmet Token, that strike alone would have taken Tong Lei’s head. Even so, he was in unbearable pain—his head spinning, and vomit flowed out through the slits of his mask.
    

    

    
      But at that moment, no one cared about his condition. Every Masked Soldier fixed their eyes on the little girl’s sword, which glowed with a faint blue light. Greed and fear mingled in their gazes.
    

    

    
      “A Rare Token!”
    

    

    
      “It cut through refined iron armor with one strike—could it be the power of a Rare Longsword?”
    

    

    
      “How can someone so young already be a Messenger? Could she not be a child, but a dwarf instead?”
    

    

    
      The Masked Soldiers’ attention was all drawn to the Rare Longsword, while within the battlefield, the expressions of Medicine Master Wen and Helan Que subtly changed—hers to excitement, his to grimness.
    

    

    
      Though neither took their eyes off their duel, both instantly sensed the little girl’s true strength: a Second-Stage Messenger!
    

    

    
      The surge of Vital Energy and Blood that erupted from her just now was undeniably at Second-Stage level. With both a Defensive Token and a Rare Longsword, even the two Second-Stage Tooth Generals following Helan Que likely were no match for her!
    

    

    
      Indeed, it was so. Surrounded and attacked from all directions by the Masked Soldiers, the little girl displayed combat techniques far beyond her apparent age. Her small frame made her a hard target, and she moved with agile precision, cutting down soldiers and horses alike with ease.
    

    

    
      The air was filled with the sounds of battle—screams, roars, neighs. The maids following her were splattered again and again with hot blood as the Masked Soldiers and their mounts fell around them.
    

    

    
      The little girl never neglected their safety. Any soldier who dared strike toward the maids found the blue glow on her sword flare blindingly bright, her speed so fast she became an afterimage. One thrust, and the Masked Soldier’s throat was pierced—his Masked Helmet and all.
    

    

    
      “Impossible! How could the Masked Helmet not withstand it—”
    

    

    
      “She’s a Second-Stage Messenger! Her sword too—a Second-Stage Rare!”
    

    

    
      In the span of just a few paces, over a dozen headless warhorses had collapsed. Boiling horse blood soaked the dirt road, and Wu Qiu and Shi Dong stepped as though walking on a crimson carpet. Watching the little girl carve a bloody path ahead, they felt as if trapped in a dream—they even began to suspect that this young girl might be the incarnation of a Buddha or Bodhisattva, for nothing else could explain how she could be so young, yet so powerful.
    

    

    
      The Masked Soldiers rode ahead to string their steel crossbows, preparing for ranged combat.
    

    

    
      Their warhorses, trembling in fear, refused to approach her—and neither did they.
    

    

    
      The little girl meant what she said: anyone who rose again after being felled by her was immediately struck down, their throats pierced, blood flooding their masks and bubbling through the holes. Though called Masked Soldiers and squad leaders, outside their military town they carried at most one or two Tokens—common First-Stage ones. How could they contend with a Second-Stage Messenger?
    

    

    
      The two Tooth Generals hesitated on the periphery. Their horses had already been slain, and they knew that if they dared face her head-on, that blazing thrust of hers would surely be meant for them.
    

    

    
      As the personal guards of the Lord of Heyang Commandery, their Defensive Tokens were of Rare grade—but could they truly block a Second-Stage Rare Longsword? They dared not be sure. Safer, they thought, to wear her down from afar with crossbows.
    

    

    
      Yet the little girl had her own solution. Taking Wu Qiu and Shi Dong, she entered the nearby woods, cutting through the thickets with her sword to clear a path.
    

    

    
      The Tooth Generals immediately sensed danger. Once she slipped into the brush, she could crouch low and let the trees block their line of sight. Unless the Masked Soldiers followed in, they would not even see her! But if they did advance—who would dare face her thrust?
    

    

    
      “Are you fools? Cut the legs of those two maids!” Helan Que, catching a glimpse of the scene, saw his precious bait about to be rescued. Furious, he shouted an order—only to be forced back by Medicine Master Wen in the next instant.
    

    

    
      The Tooth Generals had thought the same, only hesitating for fear of killing the maids outright and defying Helan Que’s earlier command. Now that they had his order, their hesitation vanished. They directed the Masked Soldiers to spread out and form several firing lines, aiming at the maids’ legs from all directions.
    

    

    
      Relying on the Vital Energy and Blood of First-Stage Messengers, the Masked Soldiers reloaded their crossbows quickly. For a moment, the little girl was forced to shield the maids again and again, slowing her pace through the brush.
    

    

    
      It seemed the little girl and her companions were being pinned down—but Helan Que knew the hunt was already on the verge of failure: the bolts were limited! The Masked Soldiers never carried many—two quivers apiece, twenty bolts in total.
    

    

    
      Could those bolts truly exhaust the little girl’s Spirit Energy?
    

    

    
      Helan Que wasn’t certain—and he dared not gamble. He realized he could not afford the price of failure.
    

    

    
      He had always overestimated Medicine Master Wen, yet even so he had underestimated the quiet daughter of the Duke of Jin. At forty-nine years old, nearly thirty her senior, his martial skill was still not superior. It was as if his decades of life had been wasted. Without his Tokens and superior Vital Energy, he might not have been able to subdue her at all!
    

    

    
      If Medicine Master Wen escaped and turned into a Demon-Path renegade, she would start as a Third-Stage powerhouse. After a decade or two of accumulation, even reaching Foundation without a Foundation Pill was possible. Though the Demon Path was perilous and resources scarce, the thought of such an enemy was enough to keep the Helan Family sleepless.
    

    

    
      He had to eliminate Medicine Master Wen!
    

    

    
      Helan Que made up his mind. He suddenly withdrew from the battle circle and shouted, “Dong Cai, Li Gu! Take your men and hold Medicine Master Wen—I’ll deal with that insolent little girl!”
    

    

    
      Us, against a Third-Stage Messenger? A cornered, near-mad Third-Stage one at that?
    

    

    
      Dong Cai and Li Gu knew this was a mission of near-certain death. But Helan Que was their benefactor. Without him, how could they have become powerful Second-Stage Tooth Generals? They had no choice but to grit their teeth and obey.
    

    

    
      “Helan Que, you beast who married your niece’s mother—running already!?” Medicine Master Wen roared from behind, trying to break through the encirclement. But the two Tooth Generals, fearless of death, blocked her path, tangling her in combat.
    

    

    
      Helan Que ignored her entirely. Even words could not provoke Medicine Master Wen; why would he be swayed? Fixing his eyes on the little girl in the brush, he realized he had never seen her before. Her clothing did not resemble the styles of the Zhou Kingdom, but rather those of the Great Liang.
    

    

    
      Who was she? How could someone so young possess such strength? And what consequences would there be if he killed her?
    

    

    
      Countless thoughts flashed through Helan Que’s mind, but his hands did not hesitate. He gripped his spear tightly, the shaft glowing gold—it was a Third-Stage Marvel-Class Long Spear!
    

    

    
      The Helan Family stood with Duke Chu Luoyan of Wei Kingdom. Medicine Master Wen was already their mortal enemy. If this girl had powerful origins, it was even more imperative to prevent her from allying with Wen!
    

    

    
      Helan Que took a deep breath; muscles on his shoulders, arms, and back bulged like centipedes as his Vital Energy and Blood surged violently—he had activated a life-consuming secret art!
    

    

    
      Secret Art: Spear Forest!
    

    

    
      Countless spear shadows burst forth, pressing down like a forest of steel toward the little girl! This move was not only devastating but wide-ranged; even if the girl dodged, he could strike the maids behind her.
    

    

    
      Yet the little girl did not dodge. She gripped her sword tightly and charged forward—facing the full might of a Third-Stage Messenger head-on!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s heart sank at the sight. From their earlier duel, she knew Helan Que’s strength. If he fully unleashed his Marvel-Class Spear with his secret art, even she would have to avoid its edge. As one of Zhou Kingdom’s top Third-Stage Messengers, his full strike was already close to the Foundation level.
    

    

    
      Even if the little girl’s Defensive Token could block the blow—how much Spirit Energy would she have left for the rest of the battle?
    

    

    
      In the end, it was still her own weakness. If only I had the Heaven-Reliant Sword… if only I had performed better that night… if only I…
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      A sharp metallic cry rang out. Helan Que suddenly staggered backward from the brush, his face filled with disbelief. As Medicine Master Wen and the Masked Soldiers looked over, everyone froze—their gazes drawn to the little girl’s hands.
    

    

    
      More precisely, to the pair of ancient, ornate gauntlets glowing with an orange hue, carved with sacred patterns.
    

    

    
      “Legendary Gauntlets.” Helan Que’s grip trembled, pain searing his palms. “Who are you?”
    

    

    
      “Heroine.”
    

    

    
      After all the words spoken, all the deaths, all the bodies left behind—they finally learned the little girl’s name:
    

    

    
      “I am the Rabbit Heroine.”
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      “Rabbit Heroine?”
    

    

    
      It had to be a fake name. What kind of parents would name their child Heroine?
    

    

    
      Helan Que’s thoughts raced. Logically speaking, there were only a handful of factions across the Central Plains capable of equipping their offspring with Legendary Tokens. He sifted through surname after surname in his mind, only to reject each one. In the end, he found almost no one to suspect.
    

    

    
      Or rather, every faction was suspect, because the token this little girl wielded didn’t ring a bell. She could only be a deep-cover agent cultivated with immense resources by some other faction.
    

    

    
      Yes—Helan Que was now certain that this little girl was an intentionally planted spy, sent to cause chaos. Most likely from Great Qi or Great Liang, both of whom would be more than happy to support a Demon-Path Messenger brimming with hatred toward the royal family and Pillar of State of the Great Zhou.
    

    

    
      As long as Medicine Master Wen escaped alive, she would surely plunge the Zhou Kingdom into utter chaos. And since the girl was a covert agent, all the Zhou Kingdom could do was issue a wanted poster. They wouldn’t even be able to determine which faction had sent her.
    

    

    
      But on the flip side—if she were killed here, no faction would step forward for her!
    

    

    
      A Second-Stage at such a young age, already almost guaranteed to become a Foundation Messenger... If allowed to continue growing...
    

    

    
      His greed for the Legendary Gauntlets, his wariness of Medicine Master Wen, and his jealousy of the girl’s talent, all converged into a firm and decisive killing intent in Helan Que’s heart—it had to be now, right here, he had to kill this little girl and Medicine Master Wen. Only then could he sleep peacefully at night, nestled beside his beautiful concubines.
    

    

    
      Helan Que pulled out a porcelain pill bottle from his robes and crushed it, tossing both the shards and the pill into his mouth and chewing them up.
    

    

    
      Within three breaths, dark veins crawled across his face like a terminal disease, and his entire presence grew ethereal. His right hand clenched a golden spear, his left drew a blue curved blade. Golden radiance flared from his long boots, and even his armor lit up with golden inscriptions—as expected of a Third-Stage from a great clan, there wasn’t a single ordinary token on him.
    

    

    
      When he charged into the forest again, Helan Que’s figure almost seemed to glide, making no sound at all. To Wu Qiu and Shi Dong behind the girl, Helan Que looked like a soul-collector from the Underworld itself.
    

    

    
      His movements were no longer violent like before. In fact, they became deceptively light, as if gravity no longer affected him. His speed had more than doubled.
    

    

    
      The instant the girl dodged his spear tip, Helan Que’s rare curved blade already swung up toward her escape route, while his head jerked back just in time to avoid her sword thrust.
    

    

    
      Leaves rustled and snapped, twigs breaking apart in sections. His spear moved like an extension of his own limbs, the curved blade shifting unpredictably. His strikes were perfectly controlled—threatening enough to pressure the girl, yet always able to retract in time to launch another. He made barely a sound, and even the surrounding foliage was largely undisturbed.
    

    

    
      Their deadly exchange within the bushes raged on breath by breath, yet it was so quiet it almost resembled two butterflies dancing in the wind.
    

    

    
      Their weapons never clashed. They both abandoned the safest tactic of blocking, choosing instead to attack mid-dodge!
    

    

    
      So close that Wu Qiu and Shi Dong could see everything—and they were completely entranced. For a moment, they even forgot to feel afraid, captivated by the near-perfect techniques on display before them.
    

    

    
      Shhk.
    

    

    
      The spear finally struck the girl, but was blocked by an invisible barrier.
    

    

    
      After that, the girl was struck more and more often. Helan Que’s combination of long spear and short curved blade, though unwieldy on paper, worked wonders under his control. He sealed off her evasion paths with surgical precision, ensnaring her like a web cast from the heavens!
    

    

    
      “It’s Yunqiao Pill!” Wu Qiu finally remembered. “It’s a pill from the Third-Stage Secret Realm, it speeds up a Messenger’s reaction for a short time, but leaves them weakened afterward!”
    

    

    
      Helan Que glanced at Wu Qiu. Even though her knowledge came from serving beside Medicine Master Wen, for her to recall the pill’s effects so quickly and even dare to shout it out loud to warn the girl—it showed her intelligence and courage. Perhaps there was a reason Medicine Master Wen cherished these two handmaidens so much.
    

    

    
      He had indeed taken Yunqiao Pill. Without it, he wouldn’t have dared to dual-wield the spear and curved blade. Without enough reaction speed and control, dual-wielding only exposed more weaknesses.
    

    

    
      This dual-wielding style wasn’t Helan Que’s original invention either. It was a secret technique developed over generations by the Helan Family, specifically designed to counter their clan’s Third-Stage Secret Realm Demon Lord—White Paper Fan. It significantly increased survival odds in such battles.
    

    

    
      As it was a key strategy for conquering a Third-Stage Secret Realm, this technique was a closely guarded secret of the Helan Family. Helan Que wouldn’t expose it unless absolutely necessary.
    

    

    
      Originally, he had reserved this Yunqiao Pill and dual-wielding style to deal with Medicine Master Wen. But this little girl had now far surpassed her in value. If he didn’t resolve this quickly, both she and Medicine Master Wen might escape… So he had no choice but to show her the Helan Family’s peerless combat art.
    

    

    
      Soon, the girl’s defensive barrier shattered like glass under the spear’s barrage. Wu Qiu and Shi Dong held their breath, while bloodlust flashed in Helan Que’s eyes—his curved blade followed up instantly, slashing toward the girl’s neck!
    

    

    
      Snap—another barrier emerged. The girl seized the opening to strike, but Helan Que still dodged it. With Yunqiao Pill in his system, his reflexes alone were enough to evade most attacks.
    

    

    
      Heartguard Mirror?
    

    

    
      It looked like a Heartguard Mirror, but that was a Third-Stage Token, requiring immense spirit energy to activate. How could a Second-Stage Messenger power such a thing? Or perhaps it was some Second-Stage defensive token similar to the Heartguard Mirror?
    

    

    
      Many thoughts raced through Helan Que’s mind, but his movements never faltered. No matter what the token was, he was confident he could smash it to pieces!
    

    

    
      The Yunqiao Pill’s effect ramped up over time. Once fully activated, Helan Que could attack four times in a single breath. If he threw all defense aside, he could unleash seven strikes per breath. Even a Third-Stage Demon Lord wouldn’t be able to respond!
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that the pill was that powerful—it was that every token on Helan Que had been traded and selected by the Helan Family over decades. Normally, he could never unleash their full potential. Only with the Yunqiao Pill could he truly draw out their power!
    

    

    
      He even believed that after killing this little girl, he could still return and subdue Medicine Master Wen! As for the post-pill weakness—they wouldn’t live long enough for that to matter!
    

    

    
      "That’s about enough."
    

    

    
      The little girl, who had been leaping around like a rabbit getting pummeled, suddenly spoke. From start to finish, her expression hadn’t changed one bit—not a hint of panic even while she was being pushed back. Her face remained just as arrogant and smug.
    

    

    
      Helan Que felt no fear. The only wildcard was the Legendary Gauntlets. But the abilities of gauntlets were nothing more than unarmed strikes, speed boosts, extra damage, or secondary effects like fire, ice, beast phantoms—all of them attack-based.
    

    

    
      But Helan Que also had a Third-Stage Rare Token for defense. No matter how powerful the girl’s offense, it couldn’t break through his defense. If it came down to a no-holds-barred fight, he was certain he’d be the one to survive!
    

    

    
      And yet, the girl didn’t do anything unusual. She didn’t even try to strike him. Instead, she lowered her sword and waited for his next move. When the golden spear swept across—she didn’t dodge, but swung her sword upward.
    

    

    
      But she wasn’t aiming at Helan Que—she was targeting the spear shaft!
    

    

    
      CLANG!
    

    

    
      With a jarring metallic crash, she sent the spear flying with a single upward slash. If Helan Que hadn’t gripped it with all his might, it would’ve flown right out of his hands!
    

    

    
      Clenching his teeth, he resumed the battle—curved blade in front, spear behind. But the girl suddenly stepped forward and slashed at the blade itself!
    

    

    
      Helan Que, an experienced Third-Stage with mastery over numerous advanced techniques, had a vitality second to none among the Zhou Kingdom’s Messengers. He considered his strength just below that of Foundation-level powerhouses. Shattering stone and splitting jade was child’s play for him.
    

    

    
      And yet, in this sword-clash, he was horrified to feel his entire left arm go numb, barely able to grip the curved blade!
    

    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!
    

    

    
      Whether it was the soldiers and Banner Officers surrounding Medicine Master Wen, or Medicine Master Wen herself, they all froze in shock at what they were seeing—Helan Que retreating step by step, while the little girl advanced.
    

    

    
      With a golden spear in one hand and a curved blade in the other, Helan Que looked like he could crush the little girl, who wasn’t even half his size. Yet his face was filled with fear.
    

    

    
      How could she be so precise?
    

    

    
      How could her technique be so divine?
    

    

    
      Every one of his attacks failed. The girl danced through them like a stroll in the garden, deflecting them all. His own defensive barriers rippled constantly, as if he weren’t facing a girl, but a living, moving Vajra mountain that reflected everything back at him!
    

    

    
      Opportunity!
    

    

    
      Bloodlust flashed in Medicine Master Wen’s eyes. She pierced a soldier’s throat with her spear and surged forward. Before the others could encircle her, she launched herself off her spear in a two-zhang leap, forming a pincer with the girl around Helan Que!
    

    

    
      "Watch out, Lord!"
    

    
      "Traitor! Face your death!"
    

    

    
      Seeing Helan Que in danger, the soldiers roared and charged at Medicine Master Wen—but she did something completely unexpected—
    

    

    
      Secret Technique · Spinning Lamp!
    

    

    
      She completely abandoned defense, spinning her spear to activate Spinning Lamp! Though the Banner Officers and soldiers sensed something was wrong, they had no choice but to attack. Weapons crashed into Medicine Master Wen’s armor, cracking her steel breastplate and backplate to reveal the glowing blue Vajra Armor beneath!
    

    

    
      "Helan Que!"
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen bellowed, and her spinning spear swept down in an arc. The tip moved so fast it seemed to vanish, leaving only a streak of icy brilliance behind—as if a god had drawn a stroke across the world, and everything it touched would soon be erased.
    

    

    
      When she fought Shang Xuanwen in Jiangnan City, her Spinning Lamp had not reached its full potential. After all, Shang Xuanwen hadn’t been foolish enough to attack her.
    

    

    
      But now, thanks to the Banner Officers’ help, her Vajra Armor had stored up enough damage, all of it channeled into the spear. Enhanced by Spinning Lamp, even an ordinary steel spear became a divine weapon capable of threatening a Foundation Entity!
    

    

    
      Helan Que sensed the killing blow from behind and, rather than panic, felt relieved. He couldn’t wait to face Medicine Master Wen, even turning his back completely on the little girl.
    

    

    
      From the moment she began counterattacking, Helan Que had felt like he was trapped in a nightmare.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t understand why his attacks were deflected, why the recoil was so damaging—even his palms were cracked. Nothing worked. Every strike rebounded.
    

    

    
      Since becoming a Messenger, even when on the verge of death in a Third-Stage Secret Realm, he’d never felt this powerless... This wasn’t a difference in strength—it was some inexplicable form of domination.
    

    

    
      He had given everything he had. He could have gravely wounded even a Third-Stage Demon Lord—but couldn’t shake this tiny figure in front of him.
    

    

    
      He guessed the girl had some kind of shield-enhancing ability, but such powers were notoriously hard to trigger. Even veteran Shield Messengers couldn’t activate them every time—attacks were too varied, and no Messenger could maintain perfect focus. A slight change in strength or timing could throw everything off.
    

    

    
      But this girl had no such weaknesses.
    

    

    
      Environment, numbers, body, killing intent... none of it disturbed her judgment. Nothing disrupted her movements. It was as if some deity high above was watching the battlefield, using her hands to perform a miracle.
    

    

    
      Helan Que had already realized—he couldn’t defeat this inexplicable little girl. Medicine Master Wen’s arrival was perfect for him.
    

    

    
      Kill her and leave. Legendary Gauntlets, child prodigies... he didn’t care anymore. He just wanted to go back to the garrison and sleep. He never wanted to see another little girl again!
    

    

    
      The Yunqiao Pill still burned in his veins. Helan Que turned and immediately sensed he couldn’t dodge Medicine Master Wen’s strike—he had to block. Raising his curved blade with his left and thrusting his spear with his right—if her defensive token could hold, he’d still push her back with the spear.
    

    

    
      But just as the spear and curved blade were about to intersect, Medicine Master Wen suddenly froze. Her spear hovered in midair.
    

    

    
      It was as if her time had stopped.
    

    

    
      Then, in the blink of an eye, her body moved again—as if time itself resumed spinning. The blue glow of the Vajra Armor flared blindingly. Her spear tail swept out at a speed beyond comprehension, while Helan Que, already mid-guard and counterstrike, had no time to react!
    

    

    
      Secret Technique · Spinning Lamp + Secret Technique · Flow + Dragon Tail Sweep!
    

    

    
      You have your dual-wielding technique?
    

    

    
      I have Spinning Lamp Flow!
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      Helan Que was not dead yet.
    

    

    
      Although the Third-Stage Rare Token “Bright Mirror Armor” had been shattered by Medicine Master Wen’s carefully planned strike, the armor’s most powerful—and perhaps most useless—trait was that upon breaking, it could generate a defensive barrier capable of blocking any attack, even those from a Foundation Messenger. At the same time, the Messenger wearing it would gain a recovery boost equivalent to swallowing a hundred Healing Pills. So long as the head was not severed, survival was nearly guaranteed.
    

    

    
      Escape!
    

    

    
      Even if Medicine Master Wen would become a future calamity, Helan Que had no choice but to flee.
    

    

    
      He could not die. Every one of his Tokens was a masterpiece from his family’s garrison. If he were to lose them here, not even a hundred deaths could atone for it. The Helan Family’s strength would decline sharply because of him!
    

    

    
      Yet while he wanted to run, how could Medicine Master Wen and the Little Girl simply let him?
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, that previous flowing strike had nearly snapped Medicine Master Wen’s spear in two. She could only wield the broken weapon to entangle Helan Que.
    

    

    
      The effect of the Yunqiao Pill was still active, and Helan Que still had the advantage in weaponry. With every swing, he suppressed Medicine Master Wen’s pursuit. The Little Girl, however, leapt up and thrust toward his throat. Without any defensive Token left, he could only parry with his curved blade.
    

    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!
    

    

    
      A flurry of lightning-fast clashes followed, and Helan Que was already close to his horse. His heart calmed instead of panicking—Medicine Master Wen was strong but exhausted, and the Little Girl, though resolute, was not skilled at offense. As long as he mounted the horse, he could escape this calamity. As for these two… that would be Duke Wei’s headache to solve later.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      Once again, the Little Girl’s sword aimed for his throat, and once again, Helan Que parried with his curved blade. But this time, he heard a sound that made his heart sink.
    

    

    
      Crack.
    

    

    
      The rare blue light shattered—the blade broke into dozens of fragments. The treasured weapon that had served him for decades, which he had maintained with four hundred Spirit Jade every season, was destroyed!
    

    

    
      There was no time to mourn, for the Little Girl’s long sword struck toward his throat once again!
    

    

    
      Helan Que was forced to block with his spear, but Medicine Master Wen would never miss such a chance—her grip tightened, and she drove the broken spear into his left abdomen, twisting it savagely!
    

    

    
      Helan Que grunted in pain, yet his stride did not falter in the least. The recovery from the Bright Mirror Armor was enough to resist most of the damage.
    

    

    
      Buzz.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the world spun around him. His head boiled, his limbs felt leaden, and drowsiness washed over him. He instantly realized that the Yunqiao Pill’s effects were fading, causing his Vital Energy, spirit, and agility to drop drastically for the next quarter-hour.
    

    

    
      Under normal conditions, such a decrease would be negligible to him—hardly uncomfortable. But now, gravely wounded as he was, that side effect became the final straw crushing the weary camel.
    

    

    
      Rip! Crack!
    

    

    
      The long sword and broken spear both pierced Helan Que’s knees this time. No matter how great his recovery, with his leg joints destroyed, running was impossible.
    

    

    
      He collapsed to the ground, his well-maintained face now smeared with dirt. The man who once prided himself on elegance was now utterly disheveled. He opened his eyes to stare at the Little Girl. A flash of realization crossed them, as though he had discovered a monumental secret. Trembling, he shouted, “I remember now! I remember! A countershock weapon… a Token-destroying force… these legendary gauntlets of yours—they’re from Liang—”
    

    

    
      Slash!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen pulled the broken spear free and thrust it straight through Helan Que’s head.
    

    

    
      The Lord of Heyang Commandery of the Zhou Kingdom, Third-Stage Messenger “Hunting Maniac” Helan Que—dead.
    

    

    
      “The Lord of Heyang… is dead!”
    

    

    
      “He’s dead!”
    

    

    
      “Ahhh!”
    

    

    
      Witnessing the scene, the remaining soldiers broke down. They turned their horses and fled. The tooth-general’s face darkened, but after a brief hesitation, he too fled.
    

    

    
      Helan Que had been their benefactor. Now that he was dead, returning home would only mean execution by the Helan Family. Escape was their only choice… though the cost would be the execution of their families—unless they returned secretly to retrieve them first.
    

    

    
      As the pursuing troops scattered, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong cautiously emerged from the bushes.
    

    

    
      “Miss!”
    

    

    
      “Miss… sob… I thought this time, this time…”
    

    

    
      Shi Dong was practically a water sack, tears pouring nonstop. She clung to Medicine Master Wen’s sleeve and cried. Wu Qiu looked between Medicine Master Wen and the Little Girl. “Miss, this time we truly owe our safety to the Rabbit Heroine.”
    

    

    
      “Rabbit Heroine.” She pulled Shi Dong beside her and bowed. “Without you, we would never have survived. Such a lifesaving grace—there’s no way to repay it. From this day on, if there’s ever anything you need of us, as long as my lady does not object, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong shall—”
    

    

    
      “No need.” Medicine Master Wen interrupted them and turned to the Little Girl. “Rabbit Heroine, you saved us this time. I, Medicine Master Wen, owe you a favor. As long as I live, you may come to me at any time to claim it—no matter what you ask for, even if it’s assassinating a Foundation Messenger, if I so much as frown, I am no true Medicine Master.”
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu opened her mouth but held her tongue. She had wanted to thank the Little Girl first precisely to confine the debt between them alone. That way, whatever the Little Girl asked for would concern only them… Her gratitude toward the Little Girl was sincere, but her bond with Medicine Master Wen—over a decade long—was no less genuine. She could not bear to let Medicine Master Wen take on such a heavy favor; to her, Medicine Master Wen mattered far more.
    

    

    
      “Perfect timing, I have a request,” said the Little Girl as she sheathed her sword.
    

    

    
      “Please, speak,” Medicine Master Wen raised an eyebrow.
    

    

    
      “I’m going to Shu Mountain, but I don’t really know the way. There’s no one around here to ask. Do you know the way?”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen exchanged glances with Wu Qiu and Shi Dong, joy flickering in their eyes. Clearing her throat, she said, “As it happens, we’re headed for Shu Mountain as well. If you wish, you can travel with us.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.” The Little Girl nodded, then crouched down to touch Helan Que’s corpse, his skull smashed.
    

    

    
      “Wait!” Wu Qiu hurriedly stopped her. “You mean to loot the corpse?”
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      “If you don’t mind, please allow us to do it for you, Rabbit Heroine. You can watch from the side. We promise not to hide anything—no need to dirty your hands,” Wu Qiu said earnestly. Watching such a young girl ransack corpses was unsettling, and since she had already saved them, it was only right they did something in return.
    

    

    
      The Little Girl nodded, and Wu Qiu and Shi Dong immediately began cleaning up the battlefield—not only Helan Que’s body, but all others as well.
    

    

    
      During this time, Medicine Master Wen glanced at the Little Girl, then at her legendary gauntlets. After a moment’s thought, she asked bluntly, “Your surname—is it Shao?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “You’re from Liang?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “Then who exactly are you?”
    

    

    
      “My brother said I’m the Rabbit Heroine. The Rabbit Heroine is the Rabbit Heroine,” the Little Girl said, tilting her head at Medicine Master Wen. “Didn’t I introduce myself before, big sister? Are you deaf?”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen wasn’t offended in the slightest. Pointing to the gauntlets, she asked, “Then why do you possess Emperor Taizu of Liang’s legendary gauntlets—the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement?”
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      Rewind to four days ago.
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing heard that Shu Mountain not only had Third-Stage and Fourth-Stage Secret Realms, but even had Foundation Inheritance, he naturally grew curious and decided to create a new alternate character to scout the area.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei tried hard to explain how dangerous the Demon-Path Lands were. But to Yan Qing’s ears, it sounded like a new leveling map with “challenging difficulty,” “lots of PVP combat,” and “side quests.”
    

    

    
      The first step for the new character was appearance. Yan Qing recalled Shang Xinlei’s suggestion: if he had to explore a danger zone, it was best to send a fierce-looking strong man. So, naturally, he planned to create a delicate, charming, voluptuous beauty—in direct defiance of her advice.
    

    

    
      If he followed Shang Xinlei’s suggestion and created an evil-looking alt, he might avoid many dangers and even blend smoothly into the group of Demon-Path Messengers, becoming a renowned new star of the dark path.
    

    

    
      But then came the problem—what would Yan Qing even do?
    

    

    
      Where were the monsters? The PVP? The thrilling adventure?
    

    

    
      It would be like playing an action game with invisibility turned on—sure, it’d be easy to walk straight to the boss room, but where was the fun in that?
    

    

    
      The Rat Monk character was made for Thieves’ House missions. Exploring Shu Mountain was just a side activity for fun, so he was going to prioritize enjoyment and comfort.
    

    

    
      Moreover, according to Shang Xinlei, Shu Mountain was more than ten days’ journey from Chang’an—more, if he wanted to travel safely. Even if the alt could travel day and night, Yan Qing would be spending a lot of time on the road. If the character wasn’t pleasant to look at, it’d be no different from prison—though, to be fair, even good-looking characters felt like prison. At least he could admire the avatar.
    

    

    
      Having previously created Jiang Ten, Yan Qing was already very familiar with the face-customization system. In no time, he had crafted a beautiful, seductive, yet delicate-looking woman. Though her looks rivaled Jiang Ten’s, Yan Qing was confident this one was far more attractive to men.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to continue, for some reason, he recalled how Shang Xinlei looked while eating ice cream. She took such a big bite—didn’t her cheeks freeze? Then he looked at the new alt, and instinctively began comparing her with Shang Xinlei. Her legs were a bit meatier, their waists seemed similarly slim, chest was hard to judge, and as for her face…
    

    

    
      He suddenly shook his head hard, trying to fling Shang Xinlei’s image out of his mind.
    

    

    
      This was bad. Probably because Shang Xinlei was the only real-life woman he’d interacted with recently—also the only one he could have a decent conversation with—he now associated any beautiful female avatar with her. He could even imagine her contemptuous expression upon discovering he’d added another beautiful female character to his collection.
    

    

    
      He didn’t care about the contempt. What bothered him was how such thoughts wasted his time. It wasn’t until he recalled how Shang Xinlei had cried with snot running down her face that he finally laughed aloud. But you couldn’t play a high-intensity action game with such distractions. The road from Chang’an to Shu Mountain was treacherous, and Yan Qing didn’t want to be reminded of her floral little face in the middle of a fierce battle.
    

    

    
      So he gave up on the beauty avatar and instead created a sweet, innocent little girl.
    

    

    
      《The Messenger》was very lenient with appearances. If you set body type and age to the minimum, you could create a child character. But few players chose this—cool gear shrank accordingly, making adult characters look like immortal warriors while child avatars looked like school play performers.
    

    

    
      This new alt was modeled after his bratty yet adorable cousin. Every time they met, she’d call him "Brother~" and flash the game’s recharge interface at him with sparkling eyes, hinting for coins. A character like that wouldn’t have to worry about fighting. Watching a little girl run around would never get boring—definitely better than controlling a bulky guy.
    

    

    
      For Talent Inheritance, Basic Footwork and Advanced Footwork were must-haves for movement speed and dodge tolerance. But this time, Yan Qing skipped blade techniques and chose the sword path.
    

    

    
      That’s because the longsword “Seven-Step Buddha Recitation,” a gift from Shang Xuanwen, was his strongest weapon aside from the Bingzi Pepper Forest. Though it lacked active skills and couldn’t hit multiple enemies, its single-target damage was brutal. More importantly—it felt amazing to use. Once you get used to luxury, it’s hard to go back. After wielding such a weapon, Yan Qing had no desire to touch the White Iron Straight Blade or Flame Pattern Straight Blade again.
    

    

    
      If “Seven-Step Buddha Recitation” were a Marvel-Class Token, he might even use his last Blood Weapon material to upgrade it to Legendary.
    

    

    
      As for the Bingzi Pepper Forest, he only authorized its use in life-threatening situations. It wasn’t about playing weak to hide strength or fear of exposure—he just had to carry that trump card with him at all times.
    

    

    
      Even though the Thieves’ House was very safe, so was the main city—and Shang Xuanwen still got cornered in an alley by a crime gang. What if Black Wolf, White Fox, or someone else barged into the Thieves’ House looking for trouble, and the Bingzi Pepper Forest was in the hands of an alt? Yan Qing wouldn’t be able to rest in peace.
    

    

    
      As for attribute points, Yan Qing decided to go bold. Because the small girl model added +2 Dexterity, and he’d prepared several tokens for her, he planned a 406 build: 5 Vital Energy and Blood, 1 Spirit, 2 Dexterity, 6 Comprehension.
    

    

    
      Why those stats? Because “Seven-Step Buddha Recitation” required 10 Vital Energy and Blood to equip. While 5 was only half the requirement, if you dual-wielded a one-handed weapon, the stat requirement was halved. Even if the alt didn’t know sword techniques and thus dealt less damage, at least she could use it.
    

    

    
      Technically, even if the stats were insufficient, the weapon could still be used—it would just swing unbearably slowly.
    

    

    
      When it came time to choose a name—normally the least important part—Yan Qing paused.
    

    

    
      Following the zodiac, this alt should be Ox + Profession. The profession was clear: a sword-wielding girl traveling to Shu Mountain—she was a Heroine.
    

    

    
      But “Ox Heroine” sounded strange. “Rabbit Heroine” was a better fit. He remembered his cousin kept a rabbit that loved to escape its cage and leave chocolates everywhere. Neurotic and skittish—actually, quite like her.
    

    

    
      So that’s it—「Rabbit Heroine」!
    

    

    
      Upon spawning in “Chang’an Affiliated Newbie Village,” Yan Qing couldn’t wait to equip Rabbit Heroine with two tokens.
    

    

    
      First was the Second-Stage Rare Token “Seven-Step Buddha Recitation,” which required no Spirit to use.
    

    

    
      Second was the Second-Stage Legendary Token—“Hands of Hundredfold Refinement!”
    

    

    
      『Hands of Hundredfold Refinement』
    

    

    
      [Grade: Second-Stage Legendary]
    

    

    
      [Durability: 150/150]
    

    

    
      [Equip Effect: +5 Spirit, -1 Dexterity]
    

    

    
      [Material: Sunsteel, Moon Essence, Deep Copper of the Mountains, ???, ???]
    

    

    
      [Weakening: You attempted to repair this token using Refined Gold Furnace Liquid, resulting in a downgrade by 20 levels and a 50% reduction in max durability. The repair was highly incompatible, causing severe weakening: +300% durability loss rate, -33% durability restoration effect. Upon next breakage, the item will disintegrate.]
    

    

    
      ▶ Effect: Strike (Weakened) When wielding any melee weapon or barehanded, you may activate Fury Strike: one attack at 200% speed. If the enemy blocks, their item suffers at least 5 durability damage. Fury Strike consumes 2 durability from your melee weapon. Due to failed repair, it may also consume 1 durability from the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement.
    

    

    
      ▶ Effect: Block (Weakened) When blocking attacks with weapon or bare hands, you always succeed, but the weapon loses 5 durability and the Hands lose 3 durability. Against attacks from Fourth-Stage or higher tokens, durability loss is increased by 200%.
    

    

    
      ▶ Effect: Hundredfold Refinement (Weakened) Refine all forms, perceive all arms!
    

    

    
      When an enemy makes a melee attack, you may attempt a Perfect Block. A successful Perfect Block deals 80% counter-damage to the enemy and cannot be blocked by defensive tokens. It also deals 10 Countershock Weapon damage to the wielding part of the enemy’s body—this damage ignores defensive tokens.
    

    

    
      Perfect Blocks cause enemy weapons to lose durability. Consecutive successes cause increasing damage.
    

    

    
      Failure defaults to a normal block.
    

    

    
      The more tokens with this trait you wear, the easier it is to trigger Perfect Block.
    

    

    
      Due to failed repair, against Fourth-Stage or higher tokens, the Perfect Block window is halved.
    

    

    
      「Appraisal: We refine a hundred forms into one weapon, and one weapon into a hundred forms.」
    

    

    
      Yes—Yan Qing successfully delivered the repaired Hands of Hundredfold Refinement to the alt, using only one item: the Treasure-Hunting Token.
    

    

    
      The method was simple: the alt posted an order late at night using the Treasure-Hunting Token, requesting a trade for the Hands, with no specific parameters. Yan Qing then used his Treasure-Hunting Token to fulfill the order. The whole process took five seconds—and the token became account-bound and tradeable.
    

    

    
      Although sellers must know the item info to list it, buyers only need to own the item.
    

    

    
      Last time in the Inner Treasury, Yan Qing had traded a Heartguard Mirror for mortal items. Mortals didn’t know their items’ info, but they could still click the Trading Board to complete trades.
    

    

    
      So Yan Qing flipped the strategy—by being the buyer, he could use the Treasure-Hunting Token to pass any item to an alt.
    

    

    
      ...
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      Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine exchanged for a while, but apart from a stomachful of frustration, they didn’t get any useful intel. By this time, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong had finished looting and laid a pile of tokens before them—most of them were First-Stage Tokens: Masked Helmets.
    

    

    
      The most precious, of course, were the two Marvel-Class Tokens stripped from Helan Que’s body: the ‘Soul-Severing Spear’ and the ‘Wave-Treading Boots’!
    

    

    
      ▶『Soul-Severing Spear』
    

    

    
      「Grade: Third-Stage Marvel-Class」
    

    

    
      「Durability: 42/150」
    

    

    
      「Equip Requirement: 30 Vital Energy and Blood, 10 Spirit」
    

    

    
      「Base Attack: 45~70」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Sixty-Four Strikes: With every consecutive strike, the Soul-Severing Spear’s attack power continues to increase. After sixty-four consecutive hits, the attack power reaches its maximum, 1000% of base attack.」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Forbidden Art: If you refrain from using the Soul-Severing Spear for 600 seconds, you may spend 100 Spirit to activate Forbidden Art. Your next sixteen strikes will have their attack speed increased by 200%.」
    

    

    
      「Evaluation: It is said there existed a spear technique that could unleash sixty-four strikes in one breath, but it was never passed down.」
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      ▶『Wave-Treading Boots』
    

    

    
      「Grade: Third-Stage Marvel-Class」
    

    

    
      「Durability: 50/75」
    

    

    
      「Equip Effect: +5 Dexterity」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Wave-Treading: Harsh terrain has little effect on you. You can momentarily step on swamps, water surfaces, snowy grounds, etc. You may spend 50 Spirit to activate Wave-Treading, which lasts for 120 seconds, allowing you to move as if on flat ground regardless of terrain.」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Subtle Step: Your turning speed increases by 100%.」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Swift Stride: If you remain in motion for thirty consecutive seconds, your Dexterity increases by 5. This effect is lost when you stop.」
    

    

    
      「Evaluation: These are boots tailor-made for a master of light-footed techniques. Many believe wearing these boots may allow one to learn the footwork of such a master... perhaps they’re right?」
    

    

    
      Wow—Yan Qing raised his brows.
    

    

    
      Now that was more like it. Compared to these, the Third-Stage loot from Mansu Woodland was absolutely unsightly. He even felt a little regret over having destroyed his curved blade—he was decked in Marvel-Class gear, yet the blade was only a Rare-Class one. Needless to say, it must have had some extraordinary properties—perhaps something just as unique and powerful as the Seven-Step Buddha Recitation.
    

    

    
      Upon seeing the Soul-Severing Spear’s attributes, Yan Qing immediately understood why Helan Que had mastered a dual-wielding combat style.
    

    

    
      The ‘Sixty-Four Strikes’ ability likely didn’t require the spear alone—it could probably be chained with other weapons. After all, a power that increased base damage tenfold was just too absurd. That made its second effect, ‘Forbidden Art’, seem like mere garnish—likely usable only once at the start of a battle.
    

    

    
      If it were Yan Qing, he would also have built his tactics around ‘Sixty-Four Strikes’.
    

    

    
      The Wave-Treading Boots were excellent too—the first and third abilities were just extras; the core was ‘Subtle Step’, which doubled turn speed.
    

    

    
      Just now, Yan Qing had noticed how swiftly Helan Que could turn and reposition. Despite both spinning in large motions, the Bunny Heroine, who was following his movements, was clearly slower. Though these boots didn’t directly boost movement speed, they drastically improved maneuverability.
    

    

    
      But when comparing the two, there was no doubt—the Soul-Severing Spear was far more valuable than the Wave-Treading Boots. The latter was merely a supplementary accessory, while the former was the tactical core.
    

    

    
      So the Bunny Heroine said:「You take the Soul-Severing Spear, I’ll take the Wave-Treading Boots.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen blinked, then replied:「You want to give me a share of the Thunderclap Overlord Spear? That’s unnecessary. You stepped in and helped this time. All the loot here rightfully belongs to you.」
    

    

    
      Thunderclap Overlord Spear—what kind of ridiculous name was that...
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine said:「If Big Sis hadn’t smashed this villain’s turtle shell like a monster, I wouldn’t have been able to beat him. Based on contribution, you deserve half the loot.」
    

    

    
      Monster? What does that even mean...
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen shook her head:「But without you, I probably wouldn’t have been able to protect Wu Qiu and Shi Dong. The Thunderclap Overlord Spear is precious, but to me, they matter even more.」
    

    

    
      If it had just been her, Medicine Master Wen wouldn’t have been captured in the first place. She could’ve simply hidden in the Thieves’ House—Zhou Kingdom wouldn’t even be able to find her. But that would’ve meant Wu Qiu and Shi Dong were doomed... or worse than dead.
    

    

    
      Her pride would never allow her to abandon the two maids who’d followed her all this way. She was someone with grand ambitions—how could she fail to protect even her only two subordinates?
    

    

    
      Perhaps, in her heart, there was also an indescribable obsession: as long as she wasn’t all alone, she was still the daughter of the Duke of Jin, still a member of the Medicine Master Family of Bashui. She could still aim to restore the clan. But if everyone else died and she was the only one left, even if she revived the Bashui lineage, who would be left to share the glory?
    

    

    
      「My brother says that the greatest value in fair division is that if the other party resents you in the future, you can still kill them with a clear conscience and sleep well at night. If you were my brother, I’d just take it, and even if I had to chop him, I wouldn’t feel bad. But I don’t know you guys well. If I took everything, I’d feel a bit guilty—might lose sleep.」The Bunny Heroine added:「I got this tall because I sleep soundly every night!」
    

    

    
      「You can think of it as a gift from me.」
    

    

    
      「That’s even worse. My brother says, ‘No such thing as free kindness—flatterers are either schemers or thieves.’ If I dare accept valuable gifts from strangers, he’ll make me eat Bitter Melon.」
    

    

    
      The maids looked like they wanted to speak but held back. Though the Bunny Heroine's logic sounded reasonable... it still felt oddly off.
    

    

    
      Even after knowing her for less than a quarter-hour, they couldn’t help but be curious about her so-called ‘brother’—just what kind of person taught his sister like this? He taught her well. Please don’t teach again.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen wasn’t one to dwell on formalities. Since the Bunny Heroine insisted, she picked up the Marvel-Class spear. She didn’t even have a suitable spear token—whenever she entered Secret Realms, she’d borrow one from the military treasury. Usually, she used the standard military-issued steel spear, which would become unusable after a few battles. The Soul-Severing Spear was just what she needed most.
    

    

    
      「Then this Thunderclap Overlord Spear...」
    

    

    
      「Soul-Severing Spear.」the Bunny Heroine said:「This is a good spear—don’t use such a tacky name.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen blinked. Though she also thought it was tacky, it was the name given by the Helan Family, and it matched the weapon’s attributes. But the Bunny Heroine insisted on calling it Soul-Severing Spear—had she seen this token somewhere before?
    

    

    
      ‘Soul-Severing Spear’ certainly sounded better, so Medicine Master Wen went with the flow:「The Soul-Severing Spear is mine, then these Masked Helmets...」
    

    

    
      Halfway through, she realized the problem: even though they were just helmets, they took up considerable space. The Bunny Heroine herself wasn’t much larger than four helmets stacked together. Even if she took them all, how many could she carry?
    

    

    
      「I can hold onto the helmets for you for now. Maybe we can find a place to exchange them for Spirit Jade when we reach Shu Mountain. How about it?」
    

    

    
      「No need for that.」
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine lightly touched them—and all ten helmets on the ground disappeared.
    

    

    
      The maids were stunned. Those were ten tokens—was her storage token really that large?
    

    

    
      「Let’s go!」the Bunny Heroine chirped:「Next stop, Shu Mountain!」
    

    

    
      With someone else leading the way, Yan Qing could rest easy leaving the Bunny Heroine in their care. He opened his storage and began listing items—ten Masked Helmets. He would try selling two today to test the market.
    

    

    
      Knock knock, someone rapped at the door. Yan Qing wasn’t surprised. He swiftly wrapped a bandage around his head, tucked Bingzi Pepper Forest into his waist, and stepped out.
    

    

    
      Outside, Shang Xinlei had already laid out the dishes on the stone table. Arms crossed, she shot him a sidelong glance and said, “What a big shot. I knocked and everything, but you didn’t come help—do I have to serve the soup too?”
    

    

    
      “...Next time I’ll wrap the bandages in advance.”
    

    

    
      “Can’t you just come out like a normal person?” she grumbled as usual, sitting down and asking, “Today’s desserts are red bean ice and pineapple ice. Which one do you want?”
    

    

    
      “Either’s fine.”
    

    

    
      “Maybe I’ll bring stinky tofu next time and see if that’s fine too...” she muttered.
    

    

    
      Just as Yan Qing was about to pick up his chopsticks, one of the dishes on the table made him freeze. Shang Xinlei noticed his gaze, looked over, and said, “Well? Looks delicious, right? This is a signature dish from Jiangnan’s Unmatched Pavilion—Stir-Fried Bitter Melon with Beef! ”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, she popped some bitter melon and beef into her mouth, then looked at Yan Qing with a smirk in her eyes: “Don’t tell me you don’t eat bitter melon?”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing: “……”
    

    

    
      Even the mysterious leader of a shady organization should have the right... to be a picky eater, right?
    

    

    
      Thanks to “Cheng Cai” for the alliance leader support.
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      It was dark. Medicine Master Wen and the others began to set up camp.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine could travel through the night, but the trio of master and servants clearly didn’t have that ability. Moreover, since Wu Qiu and Shi Dong were both ordinary people, in theory, the Bunny Heroine’s traveling speed was far slower than if she were traveling alone.
    

    

    
      But since it was “in theory,” it meant that forming a team brought more advantages than disadvantages for Yan Qing. The reason was simple: Yan Qing had to sleep too, and couldn’t travel at night.
    

    

    
      During the day, if the pace was slower, so be it. After all, Yan Qing simply entrusted the Bunny Heroine to them while he switched to Jiang Ten or the Rat Monk’s alternate character to clear other instances, essentially skipping the meaningless traveling part.
    

    

    
      In fact, Yan Qing had found it a bit interesting the first two days. After all, bandits would randomly spawn along the road, and the scenery outside was appealing to someone like him who was usually stuck inside the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      But very soon, Yan Qing grew tired of the tedious and lengthy journey.
    

    

    
      It reminded him of his past experience playing another MMORPG, where he had to run back and forth between quest points, reading maps and dialogues just to progress the main story—it was practically like being in prison. Precisely because of this dreadful gameplay experience, Yan Qing had completely switched to being a solo-game purist, and even after graduating to work at an online game company, he had no interest in online games.
    

    

    
      Still, skipping didn’t mean ignoring everything. For instance, in the afternoon, when a pack of gray wolves blocked the path, Yan Qing received the alert, but by the time he switched characters, the wolves had already been slain by Medicine Master Wen. They had even skinned and bled them, carrying the meat on their backs. At the time, Yan Qing was confused, wondering if they intended to sell it—but this didn’t seem like a place with merchants who’d buy wolf meat or pelts.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until Yan Qing returned after dinner that he understood their intentions: over the blazing fire, the wolf meat sizzled and oozed oil. All three wolves had been roasted; one had already been picked clean to the bone.
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu and Shi Dong seemed to have had their fill, but Medicine Master Wen was still tearing into the meat in big, hearty bites. Third-Stage Messengers did eat more.
    

    

    
      When the Bunny Heroine stirred, they immediately looked over. Wu Qiu came over, concerned, and asked:「Heroine, were you too tired? We called you to eat earlier, but you didn’t respond at all—it was like you were asleep...」
    

    

    
      To avoid conversations with others, Yan Qing had set up an automatic behavior for the Bunny Heroine: if she remained still for over thirty seconds, she would perform the action “Meditate with Closed Eyes.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing checked the log and saw that they had called out to her multiple times. Shi Dong had even suggested reaching out to shake the Bunny Heroine, but Medicine Master Wen had said the girl might need to sleep for some special reason. She had already seen the Bunny Heroine catch naps multiple times that afternoon—better not to disturb her, let her have a good rest.
    

    

    
      To Yan Qing’s surprise, they didn’t find the Bunny Heroine aloof. Instead, they made up all kinds of justifications for her. Yan Qing felt it necessary to offer an explanation.
    

    

    
      「My brother fed me a pill that makes me fall asleep when I’m bored,」the Bunny Heroine said.「If I ignore you later, it’s not because I’m cold—it’s just because I fell asleep from boredom.」
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu smiled without saying whether she believed it or not. Instead, she brought over a plate of roasted wolf meat. The plate was made of tree bark, and the meat looked like the best, most tender parts, already cut into small, easy-to-eat pieces.
    

    

    
      「Come have dinner. Try it. If it’s cold, I can heat it up on the stones.」
    

    

    
      She handed the plate and a small knife to the Bunny Heroine, but the latter didn’t take them. Instead, she looked at them and asked,「Is wolf meat tasty?」
    

    

    
      「Not really,」Medicine Master Wen said as she gnawed on a roasted wolf leg.「It’s dry, the blood wasn’t drained properly, and we don’t have any spices—it has a muddy, gamey taste... But it’s still better than wild berries.」
    

    

    
      「Then are you all full?」
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu seemed to misunderstand and quickly nodded:「Shi Dong and I ate while you were asleep—we’re full, don’t worry. You and Miss are Messengers, you need to eat more to maintain your vitality.」
    

    

    
      「I’m full too,」Medicine Master Wen clapped her hands and stood up, taking a big swig from her water jug.「There’s still one wolf left. If it’s not enough, I can go hunt more.」
    

    

    
      Though their escape had been hasty, Medicine Master Wen was, after all, a Third-Stage Messenger. There was no way she’d go hungry in the wild—but eating well was another matter.
    

    

    
      「Are you really full?」
    

    

    
      「Really full.」
    

    

    
      「Really really full?」
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a steaming roast chicken appeared in the Bunny Heroine’s hands, its aroma thick in the air. The delicious smell made all three of them take deep breaths involuntarily.
    

    

    
      They watched as the Bunny Heroine tore off a drumstick and started gnawing on it, oil dripping from her mouth. Everyone was stunned.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen couldn’t help but ask:「Where did you get roast chicken?」
    

    

    
      「My brother’s afraid I’ll starve to death, so he stuffs my storage with food every day,」the Bunny Heroine replied.「Come, let’s eat together. I’ve got plenty more.」
    

    

    
      Stuffing her with food?
    

    

    
      Every day?
    

    

    
      As unbelievable as it sounded, the steaming hot roast chicken was no lie. Unless it had been freshly made, there was no way it could still be this juicy and tender.
    

    

    
      But was there really a Token in this world that could transmit goods over long distances? Wu Qiu and Shi Dong looked at Medicine Master Wen, who also appeared clueless.
    

    

    
      They had been skeptical of the Bunny Heroine’s talk of a brother, but after seeing the roast chicken, they mostly believed her. Shi Dong asked curiously:「Where is your brother now?」
    

    

    
      「Hiding in some place where no one can find him, eating and waiting to die,」the Bunny Heroine sighed.「He’s really hopeless.」
    

    

    
        Do you really have the right to say that? The trio silently grumbled.
    

    

    
      「Is there more roast chicken?」Medicine Master Wen suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine nodded and pulled out another one. Medicine Master Wen split it in half and handed one portion to Wu Qiu and Shi Dong:「Eat up. Wolf meat has no salt or fat. Only this can replenish your salt.」
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu quickly waved her hands:「No need, Miss. We’re already full—」
    

    

    
      「Don’t refuse. We’re still a day away from Shu Mountain. We’ll need to eat Bunny Heroine’s food for both breakfast and lunch tomorrow. Are you not going to eat tomorrow either? I’m not touching wolf meat again.」Medicine Master Wen turned to the Bunny Heroine.「Too many polite words are tiring—thanks.」
    

    

    
      「Big Sister, I like you,」the Bunny Heroine said bluntly.「My brother says being able to accept kindness gracefully is a sign of confidence. You’re a very confident person.」
    

    

    
      「Rather than confident, it’s more that I know I’ll repay you tenfold in the future.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen sat down and began munching on the chicken leg, showing none of the grace expected of a noble daughter. Instead, there was an unrestrained naturalness about her.
    

    

    
      「Wu Qiu and Shi Dong are good people too. They just don’t know how to repay you. You’ve helped them too much... Kindness is like a debt—nobody likes being in debt. To them, accepting your food feels like adding more to a debt they already can’t repay. It makes them uncomfortable.」
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu looked like she wanted to explain, but Medicine Master Wen glanced at her, and she fell silent.
    

    

    
      「That’s why I said I’d be the one to repay it. Because I can. To me, kindness isn’t a debt—it’s a way to bond with a genius like you,」Medicine Master Wen said.「To owe a future Foundation-level powerhouse a favor—what an honor.」
    

    

    
      「Hehe, my brother praises me like that too when he’s begging me for help,」the Bunny Heroine said with great satisfaction.「I thought Big Sister was the kind who didn’t flatter others.」
    

    

    
      「Oh, I do flatter people—just not most people, because they’re not worth flattering.」Medicine Master Wen paused.「I used to be the daughter of the Duke of Jin, Medicine Master Mo Ke, Chief Overseer of the Embroidered Guard in Chang’an. For the past ten-plus years, my father wielded great power, and I was gifted from a young age. Very few people ever impressed me—all I saw were sycophants.」
    

    

    
      「The only consolation is that although half of the Embroidered Guard betrayed us, some still remained loyal and rushed overnight to warn me. That’s how I escaped the garrison before the purge. But more people just went with the wind. As soon as the Duke of Jin’s house fell, they threw stones at the well—some even set up ambushes under the guise of helping, eager to capture the Duke’s daughter and use her as a stepping stone to glory... Such is the coldness of the world.」
    

    

    
      By the end, her voice was filled with sorrow, trailing into a long sigh in the forest.
    

    

    
      「Miss...」Wu Qiu and Shi Dong murmured, moved.
    

    

    
      「But perhaps it’s precisely because of all this hardship that I met you.」Medicine Master Wen’s eyes lit up as she looked at the Bunny Heroine.「You draw your blade for injustice, overflowing with talent and grace, noble in character and outstanding in looks... Bunny Heroine, I feel like we’ve known each other forever. Shall we become sworn sisters?」
    

    

    
      Ah!?
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu and Shi Dong were dumbfounded, their gazes darting between Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine before realization struck—Miss was trying to kidnap this little girl!
    

    

    
      Well, it made sense. The Bunny Heroine might seem a bit odd, but her talent, character, and combat ability were flawless. Plus, her family could equip her with Legendary Tokens—her background had to be at least equivalent to a Pillar of the Nation.
    

    

    
      Miss encountering such an innocent prodigy was like a wolf spotting a maiden—how could she not be tempted?
    

    

    
      「What!」The Bunny Heroine was shocked.「You actually want to be my sister-in-law!?」
    

    

    
      「...No no no, I just want to be sworn sisters with you.」Medicine Master Wen hastily explained. She was indeed curious about the Bunny Heroine’s brother, but not that curious.「Not sisters by blood, but sisters in heart!」
    

    

    
      「Wait, let me check if my brother wrote instructions.」The Bunny Heroine turned around and pulled out a manual, flipping through it before exclaiming:「Found it!」
    

    

    
      She turned around and showed them the page:
    

    

    
      【If you want to form a sworn sibling bond with someone, I, as your older brother, won’t interfere—but you must get your sister-in-law’s permission.】
    

    

    
      Well, that brother’s not too bad, knowing not to meddle in his sister’s relationships... Medicine Master Wen looked hopeful.「Then can you ask your sister-in-law?」
    

    

    
      「That’s the problem,」the Bunny Heroine said, waving her hand.「I don’t have a sister-in-law.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen froze.「Then...」
    

    

    
      「Which means, until my brother gets married, I can’t form sworn bonds with anyone,」the Bunny Heroine said regretfully.
    

    

    
      The first attempt at recruiting had failed, but Medicine Master Wen wasn’t giving up. To her, the Bunny Heroine was at the perfect rebellious age, with no family supervision nearby—how could she follow her brother’s rules forever? As long as they spent more time together, she’d win her over sooner or later!
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen suddenly remembered something:「Sister, what’s your business at Shu Mountain?」
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu and Shi Dong couldn’t help but glance at Medicine Master Wen—you haven’t even formed a bond yet, and you’re calling her ‘sister’? This is like a rejected suitor calling a girl ‘wife’ already!
    

    

    
      「My brother said Shu Mountain has the inheritance of the Foundation Messenger. It hasn’t been passed on in years. If I can inherit it, I’ll be famous across the land,」the Bunny Heroine said.「In the storybooks, this kind of inheritance is always waiting for someone like me, the protagonist!」
    

    

    
      「Then I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed.」
    

    

    
      「Why? Shu Mountain doesn’t have the inheritance?」
    

    

    
      「The inheritance is there, but the one who will inherit the legacy of Si Wuxie... won’t be you,」Medicine Master Wen raised her brows, her voice full of pride.「Because I am here!」
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      The firewood crackled as it burned, the campfire glowing brightly.
    

    

    
      The campsite chosen by Medicine Master Wen was excellent. It was about a hundred steps from the water source—close enough for easy access, but far enough to avoid dampness; backed against a large rock with no dead branches or stones overhead; and the ground was a relatively even grassy patch... No one knew whether she had already mastered survival skills or had learned quickly over the past few days of fleeing.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing found Medicine Master Wen very intriguing. A daughter of a Duke, on the run, a Third-Stage strength, heading to a demonic region to inherit a Foundation legacy, and even accompanied by two loyal and inseparable maids... The only pity was that she wasn’t a man—otherwise, this would have been the most classic revenge plot imaginable.
    

    

    
      In fact, when Medicine Master Wen suggested forming a sworn bond, Yan Qing did hesitate. Helping her seek revenge would undoubtedly be a very fun quest chain, but he quickly gave up the idea: even without a bond, Bunny Heroine could still get involved; but if they did swear loyalty, it would mean an unnecessary emotional tie.
    

    

    
      An alternate character would, eventually, risk everything for Yan Qing’s benefit. Forming too intimate a relationship with others wasn’t ideal. He didn’t want anyone to grieve when an alternate character died—this was one of his rare mercies as a player.
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu and Shi Dong had already pitched a large tent that could sleep four people. Naturally, the tent was provided by Bunny Heroine—stolen from the Pingcheng Military Camp—and by now, no one was surprised. They all firmly believed Bunny Heroine’s Brother was a good man with a few screws loose who doted on his sister and had prepared everything for her travels.
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine sat by the fire repairing her tokens. Seven-Step Buddha Recitation only had half its durability left, and Hands of Hundredfold Refinement had lost a third.
    

    

    
      During today’s battle, the reason Yan Qing endured beatings for so long before counterattacking was because the cost of a failed perfect block was too steep. If he had kept doing standard blocks, both Seven-Step Buddha Recitation and Hands of Hundredfold Refinement would have exploded long ago. He needed full confidence to attempt a perfect block.
    

    

    
      But the rewards of success were staggering. Not only could he block attacks without taking damage, he could also reduce the durability of the enemy’s token. If Helan Que had continued fighting him, it wouldn’t have just been the rare curved blade that shattered—even the Soul-Severing Spear wouldn’t have survived.
    

    

    
      In theory, as long as it was close combat, Yan Qing could defeat even Foundation Messengers with this method. But clearly, Foundation Messengers all seemed to possess large-scale or even long-range attacks. Below that level, Yan Qing was confident this fighting style could handle any enemy—and without the harsh constraints like those of Bingzi Pepper Forest, which would destroy all enfeoffed weapons in one use.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen was also repairing her token, but she wasn’t using a repair kit. Instead, she applied a gel-like substance to the damaged area of the Soul-Severing Spear, then wrapped it with cloth. It looked more like she was treating a person than fixing gear.
    

    

    
      Noticing Bunny Heroine’s gaze, Medicine Master Wen explained:「This is Apothecary Gel. While not as effective as tools from Secret Realms, it’s cheap, abundant, and works on all tokens. It’s one of the most vital strategic resources in the Great Zhou.」
    

    

    
      「Apothecary Gel?」
    

    

    
      「It’s a technique the Medicine Master family developed over a century ago using Secret Realm materials.」She glanced at the repair kit Bunny Heroine had just used:「Cangjian Villa Toolkit... That’s a tool exclusive to the Cangjian Villa Secret Realm in Great Qi.」
    

    

    
      But she left it at that, not asking further. It felt more like a display of her knowledge. Once Yan Qing finished his repairs, he planned to log off. But just then, Medicine Master Wen stood up and asked,「I’ll keep watch for the first half of the night. Will you take the second?」
    

    

    
      Right—wilderness survival required night watches.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had always just set the game to auto and logged off. While there were occasionally fresh corpses nearby the next day, he clearly didn’t mind the risk—who would stay up all night just to protect an alternate character?
    

    

    
      「If you trust me, I can stay up the whole night,」Bunny Heroine offered.「I can remain alert while sleeping. Even if you force me to rest, I’ll stay on guard. I’ve been traveling alone for days without incident.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen thought for a moment and nodded:「Alright. I usually wake naturally around the third watch (3 a.m.). We’ll set off at the fourth hour (6 a.m.). I’ll relieve you then.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was slightly surprised—they’d only known each other for a day. Handing over camp security to Bunny Heroine seemed overly trusting. But then he realized what she was thinking: Look how much I trust you—aren’t you touched? Aren’t you ready to call me Big Sis?
    

    

    
      After setting the night patrol routine, Yan Qing followed his usual habit: nighttime training, then bathing. When he came back, he glanced at the screen and saw the trio already asleep inside the tent—most likely fast asleep.
    

    

    
      Naturally so. For Yan Qing, today was just mildly entertaining. For them, it had been a harrowing escape, followed by a day of grueling travel. Falling asleep the moment their heads hit the pillow was perfectly reasonable—yes, there were even pillows in the tent.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing hesitated briefly and added a new evolution rule to Bunny Heroine’s routine: ‘Trigger alarm on enemy encounter’.
    

    

    
      It shouldn’t trigger, he thought. There wouldn’t be bandits here, and beasts wouldn’t approach the fire.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “BZZZZZZZT——”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing shot his hand out to grab the Naise Game Console, almost instinctively hitting the power button. The buzzing stopped.
    

    

    
      Three seconds passed before he fully registered what had happened. Opening the screen, he found that Bunny Heroine had not entered combat—nor had anyone breached the ten-meter perimeter of the camp.
    

    

    
      That was not normal. He had set Bunny Heroine’s encounter protocol to: ‘Unknown entity attacks’ and ‘Unknown entity within ten steps’. The former triggered an immediate counterattack; the latter issued three warnings before fighting. If neither condition was met, even someone observing from beyond ten steps wouldn’t count as an enemy.
    

    

    
      But when Yan Qing saw the screen clearly, he understood why the auto-evolution algorithm had triggered.
    

    

    
      Because in the game world, there were certain people—who, even if they didn’t attack you, even if they didn’t approach—just by appearing, you knew they were enemies.
    

    

    
      And such people always bore a very distinct trait:
    

    

    
      Red Names!
    

    

    
      At that moment, Medicine Master Wen and the others were also roused by Bunny Heroine’s alarm. Seeing no beasts or enemies, they asked,「What is it?」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine pointed toward the woods, thirty steps away, and called out,「‘Hundred-Poison Hand’ Ye Kai, ‘Little Poison Hand’ Chen Afu—come on out.」
    

    

    
      Moments later, two figures emerged from the bushes—one tall, one short. The short one, a middle-aged man, had a gloomy face and flared nostrils that seemed to exhale malice. He sneered:「Eagle Eyes? Owl? You didn’t just spot us—you recognized us in the dark? Not a simple little girl, are you?」
    

    

    
      「No matter how clever, she still has to die!」The tall young man reached into his crotch, drooling at the sight of Wu Qiu and Shi Dong beside the fire.「Master, let’s go. Such pretty girls—I haven’t had fine goods like this since we left Yongzhou.」
    

    

    
      「Sister,」Medicine Master Wen stepped behind Bunny Heroine and asked softly:「Do you know these two Demon-Path scoundrels? What Tokens do they use?」
    

    

    
      「No. I’ve never seen them before and don’t know what Tokens they have.」
    

    

    
      「Huh!?」The short man frowned.「You’ve never seen us before? Then how did you recognize us?」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s heart sank. They were still over ten steps away from the pair, and she had lowered her voice when speaking. Yet they heard it clearly. That meant either they had auditory-enhancing scouting Tokens—or their spirits were shockingly strong. Either way, it meant they were no weaklings.
    

    

    
      「Because I’m a heroine, and heroines can see villains’ names directly.」Bunny Heroine pointed at their heads:「My Brother says, anyone whose name I can see is a vile criminal worthy of death.」
    

    

    
      Sure enough, above the middle-aged man and young man’s heads were the names 「Hundred-Poison Hand · Ye Kai」 and 「Little Poison Hand · Chen Afu」.
    

    

    
      This was the first time Yan Qing had seen others’ names and appearances revealed outside of a Secret Realm, without any intelligence gathering.
    

    

    
      And both were Red Names, making them hostile on sight—treated just like Secret Realm demons.
    

    

    
      「Wu Qiu, Shi Dong, follow behind me. Not too far, not too close,」Medicine Master Wen instructed, then asked,「I’ll handle the old one—you take the young one?」
    

    

    
      「Switch. You kill the young one fast and come help me with the old one.」
    

    

    
      「As you say, sister.」Truthfully, Medicine Master Wen thought the same but worried that offering to fight the weaker one first would lower her sister’s opinion.
    

    

    
      Ye Kai laughed in fury:「Interesting. Looks like you’re competent outlanders. If given time, maybe you could’ve earned a place in the Mountains.」
    

    

    
      「Too bad... you met us.」
    

    

    
      All four lunged forward at once—Bunny Heroine against Ye Kai, Medicine Master Wen against Chen Afu.
    

    

    
      What surprised Yan Qing was that Ye Kai didn’t use a weapon. His Token appeared to be a pair of gloves—he was a very rare fist-and-palm Messenger.
    

    

    
      Below Fourth-Stage, weapons were far safer and deadlier than barehanded combat. Thus, most Martial Messengers trained with weapons—even Qian Gongyu used claws to enhance her lethality. Ye Kai was the first pure fist-and-palm Messenger Yan Qing had encountered.
    

    

    
      Fist-palm blocks were more subtle. At first, Yan Qing had Bunny Heroine rely on evasive counterattacks, but Ye Kai had a defensive Token that triggered a barrier whenever Seven-Step Buddha Recitation struck him. He was agile and kept trying to close in on Bunny Heroine, but Yan Qing kept him at sword’s length with relentless footwork.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Ye Kai unleashed a palm strike through the air. Even across a sword’s distance, Yan Qing dodged in advance—yet Ye Kai anticipated that, too. His left palm aimed exactly at the evasion path, releasing a puff of purple-green mist toward Bunny Heroine’s head.
    

    

    
      Poison smoke?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t worry. With a defensive Token, the smoke could only obscure vision. Unless it was acid-tier poison, it couldn’t breach the Heartguard Mirror of the Mountains—
    

    

    
      3、-4、-5……
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine’s HP began to drop. A poisoned status icon appeared above her health bar!
    

    

    
      But when Yan Qing checked, the Heartguard Mirror of the Mountains’ seven-layer barrier was still intact.
    

    

    
      The combat log flashed:
    

    

    
      「You are taking damage from ‘Ziluo Smoke’.」
    

    

    
      「You have been poisoned.」
    

    

    
      「Judging...」
    

    

    
      「Due to your spirit, your combat information is severely limited.」
    

    

    
      「You are under attack by Asura Token · Hundred-Poison Silk Hands!」
    

    

    
      At the same time, Medicine Master Wen’s voice rang out from the other battlefield:
    

    

    
      「Sister! These two are bloodthirsty Demon-Path fiends—their Tokens can partially bypass defensive Tokens!」
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      In The Messenger, putting aside anything beyond Foundation Building, Yan Qing had noticed one thing just from observing Messengers from First to Third Job Change: defense outweighed offense.
    

    

    
      The vast majority of Messengers had their first Token as a defensive one. Without a defensive Token, a Messenger was no different from an overpowered mortal—no matter how strong they appeared, they were still a fragile bubble easily burst. Only with a defensive Token could a Messenger truly become "non-human," stepping away from the mundane world's dangers.
    

    

    
      As levels increased, offensive Tokens never seemed able to catch up to the power of defensive ones. For example, the widely-issued Third-Stage Rare Token of the Liang Kingdom, the Heartguard Mirror, could absorb up to 2800 damage. Meanwhile, Helan Que's core Token, the Soul-Severing Spear, maxed out at ten times base attack—750 damage at best.
    

    

    
      Which meant, even if Helan Que could unleash a flurry of sixty-four strikes, it would still take at least four hits to fully shatter the defenses of any Third-Stage from Liang—and that's only if they didn’t replenish the Heartguard Mirror's shield.
    

    

    
      So most battles between Messengers devolved into a contest of Spirit Energy. Helan Que had fallen to Medicine Master Wen and Bunny Heroine not just because of the former's explosive burst damage, but more importantly because Helan Que dual-wielded weapons.
    

    

    
      He had no free hand to absorb Spirit Jades to replenish Spirit, forcing him to micromanage every ounce of his meter. A moment of stinginess had let Medicine Master Wen blast through his guard.
    

    

    
      The reason behind this defense-over-offense design? Simple: fun gameplay.
    

    

    
      To make bosses feel challenging and cinematic, they needed strong stats across the board. Bosses had significantly higher numbers than players. If players were wiped out in seconds, they'd quit before even experiencing the boss’s charm. This was, after all, an MMORPG, not a punishing Souls-like. The experience had to cater to most ordinary players.
    

    

    
      But optimizing for dungeon runs inevitably sacrificed the PvP experience.
    

    

    
      In fighting games or any PvP-focused title, damage design leaned towards offense. Even someone cornered could land a grab for massive damage. But in a defense-heavy system, battles between Messengers felt like slow torture with dull blades. With no way to finish each other before Spirit ran dry, fights lacked any sense of sudden death. It felt less like combat, more like a boring game of asset comparison.
    

    

    
      So did The Messenger have PvP?
    

    

    
      Hell yes, it did.
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing created an alt, there was an option still locked to this day: "Asura Mode." In this mode, players only earned 10% of the usual dungeon rewards, but their battlefield rewards were 200%. More importantly—since everyone in this world played on Real Mode anyway—those who chose to play on the battlefield could acquire Asura Tokens that ignored defenses!
    

    

    
      In Asura PvP, fights were over in thirty seconds or less. The strong could even one-combo their peers—a true fighting game "ten-hit kill" experience!
    

    

    
      「Just now figuring it out? Too late!」
    

    

    
      Ye Kai grinned viciously. 「Poisoned by my Purple Mist, aren’t you dizzy, short of breath, little girl? Don’t fight it. Collapse. Collapse! Grandpa will take good care of you.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing glanced over. Bunny Heroine’s status bar didn’t show any debuffs to combat stats, but after taking a Healing Pill, the combat log showed its effect had been reduced by 70% and couldn’t keep up with the poison's damage.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t surprised. If you could just pop pills to stay alive, wouldn't that turn things back into a slow bleed-out again? Maybe even bloodier.
    

    

    
      Right now, the only option was offense for offense!
    

    

    
      Seeing the little girl stop dodging and close the distance, Ye Kai began to retreat, attacking while backing off. If Bunny Heroine dared try to flee, he instantly stuck to her like a poisonous toad.
    

    

    
      「You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that. You’re a devil in the making. Call me Grandpa, hand over your Token, kneel and kowtow. I’ll not only spare you, but teach you my unmatched artifact forging arts. How about it?」
    

    

    
      Even as he spoke, his hands didn’t stop releasing toxic mist. In this short time, Bunny Heroine had already stacked four poison layers. Her HP was draining like an open faucet.
    

    

    
      Yet Yan Qing raised a brow—it wasn’t that impressive.
    

    

    
      He'd figured it out. Each poison layer lasted around seven seconds, and new hits didn’t reset the timer. Bunny Heroine had taken nearly eight hits, but only had four stacks, meaning the earlier layers had already expired. Ye Kai’s poison palm had a maximum range of three steps—slightly more than melee.
    

    

    
      Long buildup, low base damage, short range—on paper, it was worthless. Yan Qing guessed it cost very little Spirit to cast. After all, unlike reality, games still followed some logic. You wouldn’t get stuck with all downsides.
    

    

    
      If Ye Kai knew the Hundred-Poison Silk Palm, the pride of his martial career, was so casually dismissed by Yan Qing, he’d probably burst a vein.
    

    

    
      Even though he couldn’t hear Yan Qing’s thoughts, unease settled deeper in his chest—Bunny Heroine was too calm.
    

    

    
      Though unknown outside the mountains, Ye Kai was notorious for ruthless killings and never left survivors—not giving the authorities any bounty material.
    

    

    
      He had killed many Messengers, even Third-Stage ones. Whether court officials or clan elders, everyone panicked the moment their defensive Token failed. Poisoned? They'd crumble.
    

    

    
      The so-called "strength" of the righteous path? Nothing but performances sheltered behind Tokens. Ye Kai loved tearing off their masks, watching them flail in despair.
    

    

    
      Foundation bloodlines, family legacies, noble birth—so what?
    

    

    
      In demonic duels, there was no kindness like in Secret Realm battles. Only blood and agony. The weak died in terror to nourish the strong.
    

    

    
      So why weren’t you afraid yet?
    

    

    
      Don’t you feel pain?
    

    

    
      Right then, the girl suddenly sped up, darting through the mist. Her sword shot toward Ye Kai's throat, blue light dancing along the blade—like a streak of sapphire lightning through the dark.
    

    

    
      Even Helan Que would struggle to dodge from this distance. But not Ye Kai. His Third-Stage class, Poison-Binding Messenger, let him sense poisoned enemies' actions, making them easier to hit or avoid. The moment Bunny Heroine moved her shoulder, he sensed the sword's path.
    

    

    
      From the moment she was poisoned, she was prey.
    

    

    
      But his attention was abruptly stolen by her gauntlets. When Bunny Heroine unleashed her thrust, the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement could no longer hide its Legendary brilliance. That radiant orange glow lit up Ye Kai’s murky eyes!
    

    

    
      Legendary Token!
    

    

    
      So that’s why the poison hadn’t hurt her—must be the Token’s power!
    

    

    
      Of course. How could a mere girl endure such agony through sheer will?
    

    

    
      Heaven offers fortune to the bold!
    

    

    
      This was his destined moment. He had to seize it!
    

    

    
      While dodging the stab, Ye Kai lashed out with a palm, spewing thick purple mist.
    

    

    
      He saw her leap sideways to evade, and sneered. The poison was already coursing through her. At this point, dodging was meaningless—
    

    

    
      Shua!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a dazzling blue glow pierced Ye Kai's eyes. In the air—where launching an attack should be hardest—Bunny Heroine unleashed nine rapid thrusts at blinding speed and terrifying strength!
    

    

    
      She moved so fast, it looked like a single strike!
    

    

    
      Crack!
    

    

    
      Ye Kai stared in disbelief as his protective shield shattered. Even his Second-Stage defensive Token, Emerald Pendant, broke apart!
    

    

    
      But there was no time to mourn. The blue blade was already inches away, its icy gleam like a snake’s tongue, about to pierce his throat!
    

    

    
      Pfft. Ye Kai swatted the blade aside with Hundred-Poison Silk Palm, narrowly dodging the fatal blow. Still, the tip grazed his cheek, leaving a fresh red cut on his scarred face.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even notice. He stared at Bunny Heroine in horror, like she was a monster.
    

    

    
      「You're... the Storm Messenger!?」 he stammered. 「But how are you unhurt? A Storm Messenger attacking that many times should be bleeding all over. How are you fine!?」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing raised an eyebrow. This was the first time someone had guessed his class in-game.
    

    

    
      「Storm Messenger (Rare)」
    

    

    
      「Stat Bonus: Vital Energy and Blood +8, Spirit +2, Dexterity +10」
    

    

    
      「Rainfall (Blue Trait): While wielding a weapon in both hands, base attack +5, attack speed +40.」
    

    

    
      「Storm (Blue Trait): After a Perfect Dodge, your attack speed increases by 1000% for 0.35 seconds. This effect can only trigger once every 30 seconds.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine had just unleashed nine stabs in a second thanks to the Storm effect.
    

    

    
      Though it had a thirty-second cooldown, it perfectly synergized with Seven-Step Buddha Recitation's cumulative damage burst. When combined with Hands of Hundredfold Refinement's "Direct Hit" bonus to attack speed, it formed a combo capable of pouring damage in seconds.
    

    

    
      Dodge to enter Storm, speed up again with Direct Hit, then unload damage to trigger Seven-Step Buddha Recitation’s critical hit burst!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had specifically assembled this high-speed burst combo build. He hadn't expected it to perform this well, instantly blowing up Ye Kai's defensive Token. He was secretly thrilled—all that effort to piece together this build had paid off!
    

    

    
      He regretted not using it against Helan Que earlier. The man’s slightly longer range had kept Bunny Heroine out of reach even with Storm active. Range was the build’s main limitation.
    

    

    
      But why had Ye Kai said Storm Messengers would bleed from repeated attacks? The class didn’t have any negative self-harm effects.
    

    

    
      No matter—he wasn’t interested in asking. Bunny Heroine advanced lightly, dragging Seven-Step Buddha Recitation behind her, looking as gleeful as someone heading to slaughter a chicken.
    

    

    
      Ye Kai felt a chill. If he hadn’t just seen her nine-strike flurry, he’d never believe this girl—shorter than him—was the infamously ruthless Storm Messenger of the demonic path.
    

    

    
      If regular demonic Messengers were cruel to others, Storm Messengers were cruel to themselves. They no longer considered themselves human, willing to torture their own bodies for power!
    

    

    
      And her Legendary Token clearly resisted poison. Otherwise, how could she still show no signs of toxin buildup after all this time?
    

    

    
      Anyone else would be writhing in agony by now!
    

    

    
      They say the older the fighter, the more cautious he becomes. Tonight had shown Ye Kai too many unimaginable things. He began to waver. He struck out once, then turned to flee.
    

    

    
      Now Yan Qing had a headache. Ye Kai was still flinging poison palms while retreating. If Bunny Heroine chased him, it’d be a toss-up: stab first, or die to poison?
    

    

    
      Just then, a noise came from the nearby bushes.
    

    

    
      Both Ye Kai and Bunny Heroine turned. Chen Afu emerged, and Ye Kai's face lit up with joy.
    

    

    
      「Over here! Help your master take down this girl!」
    

    

    
      His greed for the Legendary Token surged again. Two against one was always a win. But now his thoughts turned not to defeating the girl—but how to betray his disciple.
    

    

    
      For a Legendary Token, forget master and student—even father and son would turn on each other!
    

    

    
      「Run—」
    

    

    
      Chen Afu only managed to shout a single word before his large body was driven into the dirt. A figure stepped on his back, leaping forward ten paces, spear aimed straight at Ye Kai!
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      Boom!
    

    

    
      The moment Medicine Master Wen thrust her long spear, a tiger-shaped phantom leapt out from her armguard, coiling around the shaft of the spear as it erupted together!
    

    

    
      The ground actually burst apart from her strike—soil surged, and smoke billowed—it looked as if something had exploded.
    

    

    
      Ye Kai wasn’t dead, but half of his body was covered in blood. His left hand was nearly severed, and a crescent-shaped bloody hole gaped on his left shoulder.
    

    

    
      Facing Medicine Master Wen’s airborne thrust, Ye Kai had reacted in time to dodge, but she channeled a secret technique, allowing her to shift her attack midair. Even dodging had proven futile—especially since this wasn’t a simple lunge, but an area-of-effect strike imbued with the tiger phantom.
    

    

    
      「How can you still move?」 Ye Kai gasped, blood bubbling in his throat. 「The poison has already reached your face. You should be dizzy, tongue-numb, and writhing in gut-wrenching pain... You shouldn’t even be able to stand!」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing took one look and indeed saw green veins crawling across Medicine Master Wen’s face, her lips pale gray—clearly a sign of deep poisoning.
    

    

    
      「That last thief said the same thing—‘You’re dead,’ ‘Soon you’ll beg me naked,’ ‘Why aren’t you down yet’... You demonic thieves really are arrogant and ignorant,」 Medicine Master Wen said calmly. 「If that’s all your final words amount to, then you can die now.」
    

    

    
      「Wait, I... I know a secret forging technique!」
    

    

    
      Ye Kai hastily said, 「I can teach you how to forge powerful Demon-Path tokens! And it’s not even hard! Just do as I say, kill around eight hundred people and you’re good to go!」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen paused, seemingly considering it. 「And?」
    

    

    
      Ye Kai felt a flash of hope. Never mind the Bunny Heroine, Medicine Master Wen was clearly already deeply poisoned. Delay her a bit more and maybe she’d just drop dead. 「You’re heading for Shu Mountain, right? I’m close with Boreuo! I can introduce you! He’s one of the three Great Protectors of the Secret Realm. If you want to enter, you must join one of their factions—」
    

    

    
      A thunderclap struck the earth—Medicine Master Wen suddenly lunged at Ye Kai.
    

    

    
      But Ye Kai had been prepared. Even while talking, he had remained on guard, evading immediately from the Soul-Severing Spear.
    

    

    
      Since negotiation wouldn’t save him, fleeing was his only hope. With his poisoned palms and the forest terrain, he still had a chance—maybe even to kill one of them in a counterattack—
    

    

    
      Clang.
    

    

    
      A crisp sword hum rang out as Seven-Step Buddha Recitation pierced cleanly through Ye Kai’s throat.
    

    

    
      His eyes widened as he looked at the little girl before him, realization dawning on his face. No wonder that poisoned Messenger had suddenly stopped to talk to him—she was stalling so this little girl could circle around and strike from his blind spot!
    

    

    
      He’d been waiting for her poison to act up—while she was waiting for his death.
    

    

    
      「You have slain ‘Hundred-Poison Hand·Ye Kai’.」
    

    

    
      「You have slain a Messenger with over 100 points of Slaughter Value.」
    

    

    
      「Based on your level, you receive a reward of 10% + 10 points Uncolored Slaughter Value.」
    

    

    
      「Your current Uncolored Slaughter Value is 45 points.」
    

    

    
      「Based on your level, you may now view the following Asura Milestone information」
    

    

    
      「Enemy of Asura: You have slain ten Asuras (1/10).」
    

    

    
      「Uncolored Asura: You have gained over 100 points of Uncolored Slaughter Value (45/100).」
    

    

    
      「Bloodstained Asura: You have gained over 100 points of Bloodstained Slaughter Value (0/100).」
    

    

    
      「Blurred Lines: You have reduced 1000 points of Bloodstained Slaughter Value (0/1000).」
    

    

    
      「Evil Meets Retribution: As a Bloodstained Asura, you have slain ten other Bloodstained Asuras (0/10).」
    

    

    
      「Death Can’t Cure You: As a Bloodstained Asura, you have died ten times (0/10).」
    

    

    
      「Level up or unlock more milestones to gain access to additional milestone info.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had already been a bit puzzled. Whether it was Ye Si, Jiang Ten, or the Bunny Heroine—they had all killed plenty, yet never triggered the red-name system. He had assumed that fights between alternate characters and locals were outside system protection.
    

    

    
      Now, reading the Slaughter Value explanation, he realized this game had extremely strict standards for labeling someone red-named.
    

    

    
      First, Slaughter Value was divided into Uncolored and Bloodstained. Only killing Bloodstained Asuras earned Uncolored Slaughter Value—recognized PvP kills by the game, thus not red-naming. Bloodstained Slaughter Value came from killing non-Asura players. When it surpassed one hundred, a player’s name would automatically turn red and appear hostile to normal players.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Bloodstained Slaughter Value decayed rapidly over time. Dungeon runs and monster hunts would also reduce it. Only once it passed a hundred would the decay slow dramatically.
    

    

    
      So if a player killed a few people in a day, or only fought a handful of times a month, their Slaughter Value would barely hit single digits. After all, fights over grievances are part of gameplay, and reasonable PK is allowed.
    

    

    
      That meant it was actually difficult for ordinary Messengers to go red. How many could they kill in a day? Ten? Eight? A single night of sleep would wash away most of it.
    

    

    
      To reach one hundred Bloodstained points outside the Asura battlefield, there was only one method: mass murder.
    

    

    
      Slaughter Value also scaled with level. For instance, a level 20 killing another level 20 might earn around 3 points. Killing a level 1 might not even yield 0.5.
    

    

    
      Let alone in reality, even in-game, only players like Sanjit Dao—who specialized in slaughtering low-level characters—could go red. At its core, the game discouraged Bloodstained farming outside warzones, but if players insisted, the devs allowed it.
    

    

    
      In this world, if anything was abundant, it was level 3 and 4 ordinary folk. 《The Messenger》 only peaked at a million concurrent players, but a single major military garrison in Zhou Kingdom could support a population in the millions.
    

    

    
      Would Ye Kai and Chen Afu really spare powerless civilians and instead farm Slaughter Value off Messengers? Impossible.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had once thought the so-called righteous and demonic paths were merely about power dynamics. After all, weren’t the "righteous" in Mansu Woodland just petty and self-serving? But if all Demonic Path players were red-named monsters like Ye Kai, then the Court really did qualify as righteous—in a contest of rot, not being utterly rotten already made you the winner.
    

    

    
      Indeed, a place crawling with red-named freaks was a stronghold of the Demonic Path.
    

    

    
      As for the benefits of becoming a Bloodstained Asura—Ye Kai’s gloves said it all.
    

    

    
      『Hundred-Poison Silk Palm (Asura)』
    

    

    
      [Grade: Third-Stage Rare] [Durability: 63/150] [Equip Requirement: 20 Vital Energy and Blood, 10 Soul] [Equip Condition: Slaughter Value over 100, Ye Kai Exclusive]
    

    

    
      [Base Attack: 33~53 points]
    

    

    
      ▶ Effect: Silk Palm You may use this token to block or deflect melee attacks, reducing damage by at least 15%. Each block consumes 1~3 durability.
    

    

    
      ▶ Effect: Ziluo Smoke You may strike a 5-meter long, 3-meter wide smoke screen with the Silk Palm. The smoke infiltrates flesh, dealing 5 poison damage. Damage increases over time. Each second in the smoke or hit adds a poison stack. Each stack lasts 5 seconds and can stack infinitely. Costs 3 Spirit to activate. This effect penetrates most defensive barriers. Healing effects on poisoned targets are reduced by 70%, and poison duration extends by 2 seconds.
    

    

    
      [Evaluation: The smoke is just support. Fists are the real power.]
    

    

    
      An Asura Token!
    

    

    
      Ignore defensive barriers—directly strike the Messenger!
    

    

    
      Even though he had expected it, Yan Qing couldn’t help but be tempted after seeing the full description of the Hundred-Poison Silk Palm. Ignoring barriers was practically equivalent to True Damage. If Bingzi Pepper Forest could be converted into an Asura Token... perhaps even turning the tables on a Foundation Messenger wasn’t impossible.
    

    

    
      More to come.
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      「Miss! Sit down quickly!」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine turned her head and saw Wu Qiu and Shi Dong rushing over, supporting Medicine Master Wen back to the camp.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen's face was still covered in green marks. She sat on a rock, regulating her breath, seemingly trying to expel the toxins from her blood through her vital energy.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Yan Qing vaguely realized the difference between alternate characters and the locals—for the former, it was merely a toxin that would vanish in seven seconds. But for people like Medicine Master Wen, they had to rely on metabolism to flush out the toxins in their bloodstream.
    

    

    
      No wonder Ye Kai was so confident in Ziluo Smoke. In his perception, Ziluo Smoke had a long duration, and its symptoms were extremely painful. Even if he didn’t pursue the target, he could poison a Messenger to death. He couldn't possibly imagine a strange anomaly like an alternate character, who rapidly metabolized the toxin without any symptoms at all. He must have assumed the alternate character possessed some token that weakened toxins.
    

    

    
      Little did he know—that was just a basic trait of a game character.
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine handed over a Healing Pill. Medicine Master Wen didn’t stand on ceremony and took it without hesitation.
    

    

    
      Healing Pills were certainly not a cure, but Messengers had strong vitality. As long as the health points were restored, the toxins could be naturally suppressed.
    

    

    
      「I’m sorry, little sister.」The first thing she said after suppressing the toxin was an apology:「I originally intended to take care of them all myself, but in the end, it still sullied your hands.」
    

    

    
      「This heroine’s sword exists precisely for such purposes.」Bunny Heroine asked,「Do you have a way to suppress the effects of poisoning?」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was quite curious. After all, Ye Kai had been utterly convinced that ordinary people would be writhing in unbearable pain after being poisoned, losing all combat ability. The alternate character was immune simply because she wasn’t human. So how did Medicine Master Wen resist it?
    

    

    
      「There’s no method.」Medicine Master Wen calmly said,「But it’s only a bit of pain—what can it possibly do to me? They put too much faith in such heretical tricks, and that’s why they were slain by you and me. But what about you, little sister—are you alright?」
    

    

    
      Such a strong tone! Bunny Heroine couldn’t lose either!
    

    

    
      「My brother makes me eat Bitter Melon every day. That’s way worse than this little bit of poison.」Bunny Heroine said airily,「I just farted it out. If you all take a deep breath, you might even catch a whiff of the poison.」
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong immediately went off to loot the corpses for any tokens, leaving Medicine Master Wen sitting alone on a rock, her lips twitching. But she couldn’t seem to come up with a reason to run away.
    

    

    
      「Just kidding. As if poison gas could be released that easily.」Bunny Heroine reassured her,「It was just a regular fart.」Medicine Master Wen instinctively resumed breathing after the first part—but choked into a coughing fit after the second.
    

    

    
      Before long, the maids returned with the spoils of battle—just two pairs of gloves and a few bottles of Healing Pills. Medicine Master Wen glanced over and saw the black glow on the gloves. She shook her head:「Contaminated Demon-Path Tokens. Useless to anyone. Just toss them.」
    

    

    
      From this, it was clear why Demon-Path Messengers were so disliked—their tokens became permanently bound.
    

    

    
      Even if they died, their most precious tokens couldn’t be used by anyone else. Yet they specialized in killing Messengers. In smaller garrisons, even if reports came of Demon-Path Messengers appearing, the authorities would likely pretend not to notice.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen suddenly remembered something and earnestly said to Bunny Heroine:「Little sister, when that Demon-Path thief mentioned the secret art of refining, I paused only to deceive him. I wasn’t actually interested. My goal is to inherit the Foundation Legacy and return to the Zhou Kingdom for revenge. I have absolutely no intention of walking the Demon Path.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine nodded and asked,「What is this secret art of refining?」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen hesitated for a moment:「The secret art of refining is a method by which Demon-Path thieves convert regular tokens into Demon-Path Tokens. The same token might manifest different abilities in different Demon-Path Messengers. Some of those powers are even stronger and more practical. So they recorded the transformation process. As long as the successor follows the steps, they have a high chance of obtaining the desired power… That’s all I know.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing recalled that the Hundred-Poison Silk Palm did indeed have two added effects: increasing poison duration by two seconds and reducing recovery item effectiveness by 70%—both quite useful.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing had never heard of such a thing as a secret art of refining in the game. No player guide mentioned it either. If the newly added Asura tags were randomized, players would have cursed the developers to hell and back. Since no such uproar had happened, the more likely explanation was... Asura tags weren’t random for players. They could select the ones they wanted in-game.
    

    

    
      But for native Demon-Path Messengers, it probably was random, hence the birth of this mystical-sounding "secret art of refining." Probably no different than the belief that drawing cards at 4 a.m. increased your chances.
    

    

    
      They couldn’t leave the bodies out there to attract wild beasts. By the time Wu Qiu and Shi Dong finished digging holes to bury them, dawn was already breaking. Medicine Master Wen said,「You can both get a bit more sleep. I’ll take the watch next.」
    

    

    
      「Are you sure you don’t want to rest a bit more?」Bunny Heroine asked,「You don’t look fully recovered.」
    

    

    
      「No need to worry.」Medicine Master Wen took a small box from her bosom and opened it to reveal an emerald earring. The dangling jewel emitted a faint blue glow. It was unmistakably a Rare Token:「The Earring of Eternal Blessing suppresses abnormal states and speeds up my recovery.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing blinked. If you had something like this, why didn’t you take it out earlier? Also…
    

    

    
      「This is called the Earring of Evil-Banishment.」Bunny Heroine said.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen paused slightly, then smiled faintly:「Sorry, little sister. I still prefer Earring of Eternal Blessing as its name.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had only corrected the name out of habit, and since Medicine Master Wen insisted, he let it go.
    

    

    
      Once Wu Qiu and Shi Dong went into the tent, he had Bunny Heroine ask another question that had been nagging at him:「Since you seek revenge, why not choose the Demon Path? If you had a Demon-Path Token, even without my help yesterday, you could’ve defeated that villain.」
    

    

    
      「I’m not saying you should walk the Demon Path, big sis. But my brother once said—if you can’t find justice within the bounds of rules, then crime is no longer a shameful choice.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen fell silent for a moment:「Your brother is right. But my father was already a traitor guilty of deceiving the ruler. If even I became a Demon-Path thief, wouldn’t our entire clan truly be a lineage of evil? My revenge isn’t just about killing enemies—I want to restore the honor of the Medicine Master Family of Bashui, to return to the Zhou Kingdom with dignity… Revenge is only a trivial beginning. Greater goals await me.」
    

    

    
      Both Bunny Heroine and the off-screen Yan Qing listened intently. Medicine Master Wen’s voice was gentle and steady, lacking dramatic intonations, simply laying out her thoughts plainly. But her conviction in every word was so strong that it gave each sentence a quiet power—needing no embellishment, yet full of authority.
    

    

    
      「So, little sister, how about joining me in achieving great deeds?」She suddenly smiled, turning to extend another invitation to Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      「So sleepy.」Bunny Heroine slipped into the tent. Yan Qing also logged off and went back to sleep.
    

    

    
      The morning wind rustled through the forest, leaves rustling, carrying away the scent of blood in the air.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen sat on the ground, leaning against a stone, cradling the Soul-Severing Spear in her arms, staring blankly at the pile of firewood burning low.
    

    

    
      She reached out and touched the Earring of Eternal Blessing, a complex expression crossing her face.
    

    

    
      “Earring, return of the son, earring, return of the son…” she muttered under her breath, then suddenly let out a soft snort, the corner of her lips curling into a bitter smile: “That old war-dog bastard… like hell he’d ever have such gentle thoughts…”
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      『Monk, in my whole life, apart from the Grand Commander of the Realm, I’ve never admired anyone—you're the second! Come, tonight it’s my treat at Yuechu Restaurant, we drink till we drop!』
    

    

    
      Just after exiting the Secret Realm, Sun Zhaozong exclaimed with excitement. His scarred face beamed with a fearsome grin.
    

    

    
      『Sun-head, he’s a monk. Are you seriously inviting him to eat meat and drink alcohol?』
    

    

    
      『Ah? Then, uh, is there a vegetarian place nearby?』
    

    

    
      『No need to worry about this poor monk,』 said the Rat Monk. 『Just ask the innkeeper to prepare some vegetarian dishes.』
    

    

    
      『But we’re all rough men. We’ll definitely eat meat and drink.』 Sun Zhaozong scratched his head. 『Monk, won’t you feel uncomfortable seeing us indulge like that?』
    

    

    
      『Precepts are meant to restrain oneself, not to bind others. Besides, the precepts prohibit killing, yet today I’ve slain who knows how many demons and monsters.』 The Rat Monk joined his palms. 『I do not ferry the people, only the demons.』
    

    

    
      Had any other monk said that, Sun Zhaozong and his men would have scoffed. But hearing it from the Rat Monk, they felt only admiration—
    

    

    
      In the five days since he’d arrived at the Xuanwu Lake Garrison, aside from settling in on the first day, the Rat Monk had ventured into the Secret Realm every single day to fight.
    

    

    
      And on just the second day, he achieved his Second Job Change. Even though everyone knew he had the support of Prime Minister Shang Xuanwen, the speed was still astonishing.
    

    

    
      Not only that, on the very day he changed classes, he applied to join the assault team for the Second-Stage Secret Realm "Sinking Rock Stream." The commanders hadn’t immediately agreed—it seemed they wanted to consult with Shang Xuanwen. After all, if word got out that a newly minted Second-Stage Messenger was sent to a Second-Stage Secret Realm, people might think the garrison was trying to get Shang Xuanwen’s savior killed.
    

    

    
      Only yesterday did a commander finally relent, assigning the Rat Monk to Sun Zhaozong’s squad for today’s assault on "Sinking Rock Stream."
    

    

    
      Although he’d heard of the Rat Monk’s talents, Sun Zhaozong didn’t believe a rookie who’d just changed jobs could contribute much. He even thought the monk was just tagging along for merit, and treated him with clear disdain.
    

    

    
      Those who dwell long in the garrison, living by the blade, dream nightly of fighting demons. Only true strength earns their respect.
    

    

    
      But after a single day in the Secret Realm, their attitude toward the Rat Monk made a complete 180.
    

    

    
      He dared to lead the charge, clashing head-on with monsters. At one point, he even drew the Demon Lord’s attention to buy time for others. That courage and capability won the hearts of these battle-hardened men.
    

    

    
      In the garrison, nothing brings more peace of mind than fighting alongside the strong.
    

    

    
      『Rat-head is seriously amazing,』 someone chuckled. 『This makes five days straight of Secret Realm fighting. Don’t tell me you’re going again tomorrow?』
    

    

    
      The Rat Monk simply smiled, saying nothing.
    

    

    
      Sweat beaded on Sun Zhaozong’s brow. 『Monk, don’t tell me you want to go back to "Sinking Rock Stream" tomorrow? Why not relax at "Snowfall Temple" instead?』
    

    

    
      『Don’t worry. This humble monk merely wishes to join tomorrow’s assault on "Sinking Rock Stream." I just hope Sun Tooth-General might help make an introduction. Otherwise, I’d need to trouble a commander.』
    

    

    
      『Just call me Sun-head, or Old Sun if you like. “Tooth-General” sounds too distant.』 Sun Zhaozong grinned. 『Introducing you isn’t a problem. With your skills, any team would welcome you. But... I was hoping you’d stick with our squad.』
    

    

    
      『This humble monk only wishes to cleanse the world of demons. I go wherever the next assault is. When it’s your squad’s turn, feel free to invite me.』
    

    

    
      Sun Zhaozong’s face flushed. He glanced at his teammates and saw their expressions were just as conflicted.
    

    

    
      Their squad typically tackled "Sinking Rock Stream" once a week—not too often, not too rare. Their families were moderately influential landowners near the garrison. But if they wanted to advance, they’d need to fight more often and earn more merit.
    

    

    
      Originally, they’d planned to coast along and retire comfortably someday. But having the Rat Monk in the team brought unmatched peace of mind. Though he said he’d join them again, they didn’t want to lose such a capable ally.
    

    

    
      Especially Sun Zhaozong—for him, a teammate who could share danger in critical moments was more important than a wife.
    

    

    
      He asked tentatively, 『How about... we apply to hit "Sinking Rock Stream" again tomorrow?』
    

    

    
      With the Rat Monk’s next run confirmed, Yan Qing stood up to stretch. This was also his first time in a Second-Stage instance, which had taken nearly three hours—not due to difficulty, but because of how "safe" the garrison’s strategy was.
    

    

    
      Initially, it wasn’t Messengers but Engineers who entered the Secret Realm. They dug up the soil and laid fire oil, creating advantageous terrain. This allowed the Messengers to lure enemies into traps and incinerate them. When dealing with long-range monsters, Engineers even built walls to force them into close combat.
    

    

    
      So long as it improved safety, the garrison spared no effort or resources, determined to minimize risk in these assaults.
    

    

    
      Even so, the final fight against the Demon Lord had everyone sweating. If not for Yan Qing’s timely intervention, there would have been severe injuries.
    

    

    
      Reportedly, three hours was already short. Some Third-Stage Secret Realms took days to clear, complete with fortress construction.
    

    

    
      After all, anyone participating in a Second-Stage Third-Ring assault was a Messenger, no longer disposable.
    

    

    
      And among Yan Qing’s rewards for conquering the Second-Stage Secret Realm were the usual Spirit Jade, Healing Pills, and—most notably—the "Advanced Sword Technique Mastery Manual" and the "Seven-Star Sword."
    

    

    
      『Seven-Star Sword』
    

    

    
      『Rarity: Second-Stage Rare』
    

    

    
      『Durability: 120/120』
    

    

    
      『Equip Requirement: 10 Vital Energy and Blood, 5 Divine Soul』
    

    

    
      『Equip Requirement: Advanced Sword Technique MAX』
    

    

    
      『Base Attack: 20~35』
    

    

    
      『Effect · Seven Stars: Attacks leave Sword Marks. Upon accumulating seven marks, they detonate. Each mark deals 25 points of cutting damage. Marks last 7 seconds.』
    

    

    
      『Effect · Shining: When activated, Sword Marks do not detonate or fade but remain on the enemy. Normal attacks no longer deal base damage but apply two marks. For every 2 seconds of Shining, mark damage increases by 5 points. Shining lasts up to 10 seconds and consumes 20 Spirit per second. Cooldown: 5 seconds.』
    

    

    
      『Evaluation: Your Death Star is shining.』
    

    

    
      A truly rare longsword!
    

    

    
      Compared to Seven-Step Buddha Recitation, the Seven-Star Sword undoubtedly had higher theoretical damage. Its drawback, however, was high Spirit consumption. Even Second-Stage Messengers like the Rat Monk and Jiang Ten had only about 50 Spirit points. Third-Stage Messengers had just over 100—not enough to fully unleash Shining’s power.
    

    

    
      Of course, that’s assuming no Spirit Jade is spent. If Yan Qing were willing to burn Spirit Jade for extended Shining, the Seven-Star Sword could rival even the Soul-Severing Spear’s strongest blows.
    

    

    
      More importantly, Yan Qing now had a stable way to acquire Advanced Manuals and Rare Tokens. Once he listed these on the Trading Board, he’d rake in another huge haul of Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      If First-Stage Tokens and Basic Manuals attracted the masses, then Second-Stage Rares and Advanced Manuals would lure even Messenger clans. Even Shang Xinlei had only been using an ordinary Second-Stage Throwing Ring Token!
    

    

    
      Though "Sinking Rock Stream" could only be cleared once a day, its gains surpassed even five runs of "Zhen Sanshan" by Ye Si and Jiang Ten!
    

    

    
      In fact, prices for Blade Manuals and Flame Pattern Long Blades had already dropped to a quarter of their peak—not due to lack of demand, but because all the rich had already stocked up, leaving only the poor.
    

    

    
      Advanced Sword Techniques and Rare Tokens would meet the same fate. They might fetch high prices early on, but only a few could afford them. Eventually, prices would plummet.
    

    

    
      Still, even at reduced prices, they remained the most valuable items in the game.
    

    

    
      Why? Because people here spent decades, even generations’ worth of wealth, to buy Manuals and Tokens. These in-game basic sets might be a common Messenger’s only chance to rise in status.
    

    

    
      And even if they wanted to buy, they might not get the chance. Noble families only released resources they didn’t need. Something as universally valuable as Advanced Sword Techniques—garrison Messengers likely couldn’t even qualify to buy.
    

    

    
      With the Sword Manual in hand, Yan Qing could now post orders on the Trading Board for Advanced Blade or Dual Blade Techniques. Relaxing at last, he finally had a clear path to his Second Job Change.
    

    

    
      Even Jiang Ten had recently undergone her Second Job Change on an alt account. Yet his main hadn’t advanced. Clearly, the alt wasn’t trying hard enough. If it reached Third Stage and entered a Third-Stage Secret Realm, would he still lack Second-Stage resources?
    

    

    
      Thinking of Third-Stage Secret Realms, Yan Qing switched to Bunny Heroine’s account and saw that her party was nearing Shu Mountain.
    

    

    
      Though “nearing” might not be the right word—they’d technically entered Shu Mountain territory yesterday, which was why they’d encountered Ye Kai and his disciple. They’d spent the whole day climbing and traversing, and now finally saw a town at the mountain’s base.
    

    

    
      Yes, a town in the heart of a demon-infested zone.
    

    

    
      As they approached the gate, Yan Qing, watching through the screen, felt a wave of grim hostility. Over a dozen corpses hung from the walls, flesh torn and crawling with maggots—obviously tortured before death. Their blood had run down the wall and dyed the signboard’s 『Eternal Joy City』 a dark red.
    

    

    
      Beside the gate stood a massive stone tablet, engraved with bloody characters:
    

    

    
      『Those who break the rules—die!』
    

    

    
      Six people guarded the gate, two of them red-named. People came and went occasionally. A nearby notice read: Entry Fee—5 Spirit Jade. In Chang’an, 5 Spirit Jade could buy a year’s worth of noodles at the shop across from Anguo Temple.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen, wearing a hood and veil, handed over 23 Spirit Jade. The lazy middle-aged man collecting the fee muttered, 『Four people—twenty jade.』
    

    

    
      『The other three jade are to ask what the rules are,』 she said, pointing at the stone tablet.
    

    

    
      『Rules are rules,』 the man replied, pocketing the jade. 『No theft, murder, or making a scene—whatever rules you follow outside, follow them here. No trouble in Eternal Joy City. If someone causes trouble, someone’s broken the rules.』
    

    

    
      『Cause trouble here, and even if you escape Shu Mountain, we’ll hunt you to the ends of the earth. Got it?』
    

    

    
      The implication was simple: don’t cause them trouble, and you’re fine. Cause trouble, and someone’s gonna suffer.
    

    

    
      『Understood.』
    

    

    
      They entered Eternal Joy City. Unlike the desolate wilderness outside, the city bustled with life. Streets lined with shops, busy pedestrians, customers haggling with merchants, food stalls calling out—full of worldly vitality.
    

    

    
      If not for the red-named players, Yan Qing might’ve thought this just an ordinary small town.
    

    

    
      Looking closely, the shops were quite telling. A store labeled "Weapons" sold neatly arranged armor, crossbows, even fire oil—all garrison-regulated strategic materials. Another store labeled "Tokens" sold full walls of Masked Helmets and even Rare Tokens. Even Ghostly Masks from Great Qi and Divine Crossbows from Great Liang were available—items only accessible through underground contacts.
    

    

    
      But the most abundant were military items from Zhou Kingdom.
    

    

    
      『These vermin...』 Medicine Master Wen’s voice was ice-cold. 『They even dare to sell Rare Tokens!』
    

    

    
      Through her explanation, Yan Qing learned of Eternal Joy City’s true nature.
    

    

    
      The demon-infested regions were lawless—places even the Court couldn’t handle. Thus, all kinds of illicit trades took place there. Demon-Path Messengers had massive resource and fencing needs, but no one dared trade with them openly, giving rise to black markets.
    

    

    
      Eternal Joy City was Shu Mountain’s black market, protected by Demon Path forces. The corpses outside were proof of their resolve—anyone disrupting trade would die. Outside the city, they didn’t care. Inside, even Third-Stage Messengers had to keep their heads down.
    

    

    
      Without Eternal Joy City, Demon-Path Messengers could survive, but their quality of life would plunge. Merchants with connections needed this place too—they could exchange cheap goods for rare Secret Realm loot.
    

    

    
      They could also fence stolen goods, smuggle arms, and trade intelligence.
    

    

    
      What enraged Medicine Master Wen was the appearance of Zhou Kingdom’s Tokens. These were obviously embezzled by corrupt officials, then reported as “lost” or “burned in a fire.”
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, legitimate soldiers who needed those Tokens might die in the Secret Realm waiting for equipment.
    

    

    
      Why did so many soldiers turn to Helan Que? Not because he treated them well—but because he ensured they got what they deserved. That alone won their loyalty to the Helan Family.
    

    

    
      It was people like these that fattened themselves while weakening the nation, rotting Zhou Kingdom from within.
    

    

    
      As Medicine Master Wen’s group inspected the shops, they drew many hostile stares. Though lightly disguised, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong’s figures clearly showed they were women—not to mention the Little Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      The four of them looked like lambs wandering into a pack of wolves.
    

    

    
      Yet whether due to the rules or Medicine Master Wen’s fierce aura, no one dared approach. Still, shadowy figures watched from behind, like hounds in the dark.
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu and Shi Dong trembled.
    

    

    
      『Don’t be afraid—we’re here,』 said Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      『Mm! This heroine will protect you!』 said the Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      The two maids instantly relaxed. Strangely, they huddled closer to the Bunny Heroine, leaving Medicine Master Wen a little heartbroken—
    

    

    
      She thought, “I’m a Third-Stage Messenger, you know! Shouldn’t you be clinging to me instead?”
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      They arrived outside a shop with the sign ‘Book’ hanging overhead. Two Messengers stood watch at the door, and even a red-named Messenger acted as a bodyguard inside.
    

    

    
      But once they stepped inside, the tight security made sense—an entire wall behind the shopkeeper was filled with manuals. Though there were only thirty to forty in total, manuals were consumables that disappeared upon use. Overall demand far exceeded supply; even a Military Camp couldn’t stock this many.
    

    

    
      「What kind of book are you looking for, dear customer?」 the shopkeeper asked, stroking his rat-like mustache. 「If I don’t have it here, then Changle City likely doesn’t have it at all.」
    

    

    
      「Do you have any advanced manuals?」 Medicine Master Wen asked coldly.
    

    

    
      「Well…」 The shopkeeper gave an awkward smile. 「Not that I don’t, but they require pre-ordering.」
    

    

    
      「If you don’t have advanced manuals, then you must at least have the Basic Blade Technique Manual and the Basic Footwork Manual, right?」
    

    

    
      Surprisingly, the manuals here weren’t expensive—in fact, they were slightly cheaper than what Yan Qing had seen on the Trading Board. He thought about it briefly and realized the reason: these manuals were clearly embezzled national supplies being sold by corrupt officials, with virtually zero cost. And customers who came all the way to Changle City had already paid a hefty price—if the shop kept prices high, why wouldn’t buyers just use official channels instead? Basic manuals couldn’t be monopolized.
    

    

    
      No wonder the Blade Technique Manuals were so cheap. After all, if customers were willing to spend more, they could buy manuals safely through the main city’s Trading Board. If black market goods weren’t cheaper, what would be the point?
    

    

    
      Seeing Medicine Master Wen buy those manuals, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong both guessed what she was up to.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, once they left the shop, Medicine Master Wen shoved the manuals into their hands. 「Take these and change class to Martial Messenger.」
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu accepted the manuals in silence. Only Shi Dong nervously said, 「Miss, I… I don’t have the talent, and I’m scared to fight…」
    

    

    
      「No talent? I’ll feed you. Scared? Then get used to it,」 Medicine Master Wen replied coldly. 「You must learn to protect yourselves.」
    

    

    
      「Shi Dong, aren’t you afraid of being kidnapped?」 Wu Qiu whispered into her ear. 「Miss will protect us, but what if something unexpected happens? If not for Bunny Heroine, we might already be dead. The Duke of Jin’s Mansion is gone. We can’t just be Miss’s maids anymore. Miss needs more than that… If you keep being this cowardly, we’ll have to leave you behind.」
    

    

    
      Under the pressure from both Medicine Master Wen and Wu Qiu, Shi Dong nodded hard and, with a loud snap, used both manuals on the spot. 「I’ll work hard!」
    

    

    
      「You… sigh…」
    

    

    
      None of them expected Shi Dong to actually use the manuals then and there. The surge of Vital Energy and Blood from changing class to Messenger instantly drew the attention of everyone on the street. In Changle City, Messengers vastly outnumbered ordinary people. For an ordinary person to change class here was like shouting to the whole city: I’m weak, and I’m rich!
    

    

    
      「What are you looking at?」 Bunny Heroine raised her eyebrows, munching on a candied hawthorn skewer. 「Yeah, you! Farewell Hook Deng Xiao! Want to fight one-on-one outside?!」
    

    

    
      The masked man she pointed at froze, then turned and left immediately, abandoning his shopping. The crowd’s attention instantly followed him.
    

    

    
      「Farewell Hook? He actually dares show up in Changle City?!」
    

    

    
      「This is gonna be good. He stole Firecloud Hand’s goods. Those four brothers are hunting him all over the world.」
    

    

    
      「It really is Farewell Hook. The more I look, the more convinced I am!」
    

    

    
      Taking advantage of the distraction, Medicine Master Wen’s group quickly slipped into another street. Wu Qiu asked in wonder, 「Heroine, do you know that guy?」
    

    

    
      「Nope,」 Bunny Heroine shook her head. 「Told you—I can see bad people’s names. And he was masked. Normal folks wear masks here to avoid trouble. Bad guys wear them ‘cause they’ve done bad stuff and pissed off someone. No harm calling him out. Worst case? One-on-one fight.」
    

    

    
      Shi Dong knew she’d messed up and shrank her head like a quail.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen patted her hair and sighed. 「Don’t be so reckless next time.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen knew all too well—Shi Dong wasn’t cut out for the world of Messengers. If Wu Qiu was a winter plum able to survive alone, Shi Dong was a dodder vine, nurtured in luxury, raised to serve. In the past, she served her Miss; in the future, she’d serve her Miss and Master. Submissive, diligent… good, but only the kind of good that came with weakness.
    

    

    
      But from now on, they had to survive in the demon-ridden lands, in a jungle where the weak were devoured by the strong. They could no longer afford to be weak.
    

    

    
      As they passed a store, the shopkeeper suddenly called out, 「High-quality Apothecary Glue! Come take a look!」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was immediately intrigued and went in decisively to buy a large batch.
    

    

    
      He checked the effect. As expected, it worked on all Tokens, but only up to Third-Stage and below. At most, it could restore 70% of durability. The price was fair too—just 500 Spirit Jade for a large bottle. Feeling flush with cash, Yan Qing bought ten bottles.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen didn’t need that much. She had her own reserves and only bought a small bottle for 100 Spirit Jade to replenish last night’s usage.
    

    

    
      During the transaction, the shopkeeper suddenly lowered his voice and said, 「Yesterday, someone from Zhou Kingdom went up Shu Mountain—an Undang Guard.」
    

    

    
      She looked up in shock, but the shopkeeper had already returned to his previous demeanor, as if nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      Once they left, Medicine Master Wen glanced at Bunny Heroine still munching her candy, deep in thought.
    

    

    
      Why had the shopkeeper warned her? She wasn’t sure. Maybe it was her father’s lingering influence—or maybe certain factions didn’t want her walking into a trap. Great Qi and Liang would certainly love to nurture a princess with deep hatred toward Zhou Kingdom.
    

    

    
      The Undang Guards belonged to Chang’an’s soldiers and were the Emperor’s private troops.
    

    

    
      If what the shopkeeper said was true, and the Undang Guards had gone to Shu Mountain, it meant the Court was collaborating with demonic forces. Those same forces might act against Medicine Master Wen—either on imperial orders or due to some shady deal.
    

    

    
      And Shu Mountain’s biggest demonic force was none other than the Three Grand Protectors who controlled the Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      Each was a seasoned Third-Stage, commanding unknown numbers of Demon-Path Messengers. They’d long turned Shu Mountain into a tiger’s den. For Medicine Master Wen to step foot there was like putting one foot into the gates of death.
    

    

    
      But where else could she go? Escape to another country? Even if Great Qi or Liang accepted her, they wouldn’t let her near Third-Stage Secret Realms. They’d exile her somewhere idle. Without the Secret Realm, her Foundation Building would only get further out of reach.
    

    

    
      To build her Foundation as a Messenger, one had to either claw through a bottleneck amidst thousands or transform through life-or-death battles!
    

    

    
      Now, if she ascended Shu Mountain, both paths seemed possible.
    

    

    
      If it’s a dragon’s lair—I’ll slay the dragon. If it’s a tiger’s den—I’ll kill the tiger!
    

    

    
      I, Medicine Master Wen, am going to Shu Mountain. You think I’m going there to make money with demonic Messengers? Let’s see who’s more vicious—you or me!
    

    

    
      But there’s no need to drag others into my mess.
    

    

    
      She resolved that after today, she’d part ways with Bunny Heroine. As long as they didn’t climb the mountain together, the demonic forces working with the Court wouldn’t implicate Bunny Heroine. Still… parting before repaying her debt would probably make her little sister think she was dodging repayment.
    

    

    
      But really, what could she offer before completing her Foundation and vengeance? If she dragged Bunny Heroine down, that would be a debt she could never repay.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t cause her trouble.
    

    

    
      Soon, they arrived at the liveliest shop in Changle City—an auction house. More precisely, it was a black-market auction held every seven days. As luck would have it, today was the day. Unfortunately, they had already missed more than half.
    

    

    
      None of them had seen a real auction before and couldn’t resist going in to watch. But after a while, both Medicine Master Wen inside and Yan Qing watching from outside wore disappointed expressions—it was too low-tier.
    

    

    
      Second-Stage Common Tokens? Those were being auctioned?
    

    

    
      Second-Stage Rare Defensive Token… alright.
    

    

    
      Third-Stage Common Boots? Seriously? Still wearing that trash at Third-Stage? Enjoy your athlete’s foot!
    

    

    
      Still, these were hotly pursued by many Demon-Path Messengers.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing once again revised his understanding of demonic factions: a bunch of powerful but broke folks. Not broke as in poor, but lacking access to rare resources. Rare Tokens and Marvel-Class Tokens were tightly hoarded heirlooms by major families. Even someone like Shang Xuanwen wasn’t allowed to keep any post-retirement—they were all locked away in the Military Camps. As if the demonic ones could just storm in and snatch them?
    

    

    
      They would if they could.
    

    

    
      The hottest auction item? Confidential intel on the Yin Nest Military Camp—including Token data, Messenger numbers, deployment maps, rotation times. Only an insider among insiders could leak that.
    

    

    
      The red-named Messenger who bought it had also snatched several other items. Every time he bid, it was a decisive win. No one dared compete.
    

    

    
      「That’s Blood Attendant Zhong Ji, a Third-Stage Demon-Path Messenger,」 Medicine Master Wen suddenly said. 「His older brother is Blood Minister, one of the Three Grand Protectors of Shu Mountain. They once slaughtered an entire prefecture in Liangzhou, and even killed a Third-Stage from the Yuwen Family. He’s top ten on Zhou Kingdom’s wanted list.」
    

    

    
      Both brothers were Third-Stage Messengers, and part of one of Shu Mountain’s top three factions. No wonder no one dared challenge them.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the auctioneer took out a box and said loudly, 「For today’s grand finale, we have a treasure none of our honored guests have seen before. Even I, seasoned as I am, have never seen anything like it.」
    

    

    
      The audience, some of whom had been about to leave, sat down again.
    

    

    
      「This treasure is—an Advanced Manual.」
    

    

    
      Someone scoffed. 「An Advanced Manual? Big deal. That’s the grand finale now?」
    

    

    
      The auctioneer smiled. 「If it were a regular one, I wouldn’t dare call it a treasure. But this is one-of-a-kind—it merges swordsmanship and blade techniques into one!」
    

    

    
      He opened the box to reveal the manual’s title:
    

    

    
      《Advanced Blade-Sword Mastery Manual》
    

    

    
      「Usable only after learning Basic Blade, Basic Dual-Blade, Basic Sword, or Basic Dual-Sword techniques. Once used, the Messenger’s blade and sword skills merge into a single path. No more distinctions between blade or sword, single or dual. Only the One Blade-Sword Path. Rumor has it, this can lead to an extremely rare profession!」 the auctioneer announced. 「Starting bid: 10,000 Spirit Jade. No bartering, only bids!」
    

    

    
      「20,000!」
    

    

    
      「35,000!」
    

    

    
      「50,000 Spirit Jade!」
    

    

    
      「60,000!」
    

    

    
      Like a stone dropped into still water, a thousand waves rippled through the auction. Bids rose rapidly to 100,000.
    

    

    
      「130,000 Spirit Jade!」 Blood Attendant Zhong Ji stood and scanned the room. 「This manual is a gift for my nephew. Let’s see who dares bid against me!」
    

    

    
      Silence fell. Even the auctioneer’s expression soured—Zhong Ji had already ruined several bids. Though his sponsor was a powerful Liang family unafraid of Zhong Ji, they couldn’t stop others from being intimidated. Unfortunately, no other Grand Protector’s Third-Stage had come today, so there wasn’t even anyone to challenge him. Whatever Zhong Ji said, went.
    

    

    
      He sighed and prepared to quickly wrap things up.
    

    

    
      「150,000 Spirit Jade.」
    

    

    
      At that moment, a sweet, childlike voice rang out from the corner of the room.
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      《Advanced Blade and Sword Mastery Manual》—was it worth one hundred and fifty thousand Spirit Jade?
    

    

    
      It was. In fact, that price was cheap.
    

    

    
      One must know that a single Advanced Footwork Manual could sell for two hundred thousand Spirit Jade in the Great Qi, not to mention such a rare and precious Blade and Sword Manual. But the issue was—Great Qi could demand that price only because it was truly a powerful nation.
    

    

    
      Advanced manuals were all produced from Second-Stage Secret Realms, and the military towns that held such realms each had at least one Third-Stage Commander, ten Second-Stage Supervisors, hundreds of First-Stage Officers, and several hundred elite Hundred-Ward Soldiers, together with local noble families who maintained the monopoly. Because of those people, advanced manuals could be sold so dearly, forcing buyers to accept the price with pinched noses.
    

    

    
      But this was Eternal Joy City of Shu Mountain—any manual consigned for sale here was certainly of dubious origin, unable to rely on a nation’s backing for a markup. Thus when Zhong Ji offered a bid of one hundred and thirty thousand Spirit Jade, he was confident of certain victory.
    

    

    
      If other Protectors’ followers had joined the bidding, perhaps the price would have risen to one hundred and seventy thousand, but apart from him, the rest were all insignificant riff-raff—who would dare compete with Blood Attendant Zhong Ji?
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji was not some madman taking advantage either. His offer, though low, was near the average price—ensuring both auction house and seller profited. At most, merchants would grumble about his domineering ways but wouldn’t accuse him of breaking rules through force.
    

    

    
      As the younger brother of Blood Aspect, Zhong Ji naturally understood Eternal Joy City’s importance to Shu Mountain. Half the dozen corpses outside the city walls were his doing, but he also knew he couldn’t let those black-market dealers grow too arrogant. So from time to time, he would descend the mountain to “remind” them of proper conduct.
    

    

    
      Perhaps talking about “rules” among the Demon Path was laughable—indeed, Shu Mountain had no written rules. And since there were none, no one could exploit them.
    

    

    
      Here, only personal conscience mattered—justice lay in the heart. If some dog-spawn dared sell a Heartguard Mirror for five hundred thousand Spirit Jade, even Heaven itself wouldn’t save him from hanging on the wall.
    

    

    
      So when Zhong Ji heard someone bidding, he didn’t grow angry at first—he assumed some mountain-folk also fancied that manual.
    

    

    
      But when he turned his head, he saw no one.
    

    

    
      “Who shouted the price?” Zhong Ji frowned. “What nerve—calling a bid then running off? Daring to make trouble before me, Blood Attendant Zhong Ji?”
    

    

    
      “Standing right here, Uncle. You need your eyes checked?”
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji rose, only to see a little girl standing beside the hall. She was munching on candied hawthorn, carrying a longsword nearly as tall as herself. Unlike most people there—who hid beneath hats, cloaks, and veils—she wore bright, elegant clothes openly. The gauntlets on her hands and boots on her feet, though not glowing, still clearly radiated the aura of valuable Tokens.
    

    

    
      Had this been Chang’an or Jiangnan, her noble bearing would have drawn respect—but this was Eternal Joy City, and she was an outsider.
    

    

    
      At that moment, everyone turned toward her. Some were startled, some sneered, some quietly slipped out. No one had expected an outsider to offend the Blood Attendant.
    

    

    
      She was only a little girl, yet no one dared look down on her—for who among those in Eternal Joy City could be ordinary?
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji’s subordinates moved in, surrounding her wordlessly, their cold eyes fixed upon the girl who dared speak so rudely.
    

    

    
      Those who worked with Zhong Ji were naturally not good men—each had dozens, even hundreds of lives on his hands, their faces twisted with savagery or chill malice. Ordinary folk meeting the gaze of such Demon-Path Messengers would likely collapse in terror.
    

    

    
      Yet surrounded by them, the girl showed no fear. Finishing one stick of candied hawthorn, she pulled out another, clicking her tongue as though admiring caged beasts.
    

    

    
      “Move.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Zhong Ji’s men were shoved aside. A cloaked, masked figure stepped up beside the girl, Spirit and Blood surging openly—
    

    

    
      A Third-Stage Messenger!
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji’s expression darkened. No wonder they were so bold—it was an outsider Third-Stage. A Creeping Ivy summoned by some other Protector? Or perhaps a Cross-River Dragon hoping to share in Shu Mountain’s spoils?
    

    

    
      But before me—dragon or tiger alike must crawl!
    

    

    
      “My apologies. May I ask your honored title?” he said with a sinister smile. “If you intend to explore the mountain, I could introduce you to my elder brother, Blood Aspect. Without protection from the Three Great Protectors, even a Third-Stage Messenger cannot move freely within Shu Mountain.”
    

    

    
      Ignoring the veiled threat, Medicine Master Wen placed a hand on the Bunny Heroine’s shoulder, lowering her voice seriously. “With me here, I’ll ensure you leave safely.”
    

    

    
      She had already arranged for Wu Qiu and Shi Dong—once fighting broke out, the two attendants would follow quietly, drawing little attention.
    

    

    
      “Big Sister, I called out only after walking here—so I wouldn’t trouble you.” The Bunny Heroine spoke softly, then raised her voice: “This heroine’s here to buy, not register residency! I’ve already offered fifteen hundred thousand—why won’t you sell it to me?”
    

    

    
      “This… heroine has bid one hundred and fifty thousand Spirit Jade. Any higher offer?” The auctioneer, as if suddenly returning to his senses, resumed the auction in a flat tone.
    

    

    
      “One hundred sixty thousand,” Zhong Ji barked, then turned to them. “Ladies, this manual’s a birthday gift for my nephew—his birthday’s soon, and my elder brother dotes on him as his only son. Even I dare not offend the boy. If you yield this to me, I’ll be sure to convey your goodwill to my brother.”
    

    

    
      Then he bared his teeth in a grin. “It’s just a manual—no need to ruin our relations and waste money, right?”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen stiffened—Zhong Ji had invoked Blood Aspect.
    

    

    
      His message was clear: You’ve already made me pay three thousand more. Step back now and all’s forgotten—but keep pushing, and don’t blame us for being ruthless.
    

    

    
      Even without mentioning Blood Aspect himself, Zhong Ji alone—a Third-Stage Demon-Path Messenger—could rally a dozen skilled fighters at his word. No matter how confident Medicine Master Wen was, she knew she couldn’t beat that mob head-on.
    

    

    
      Were she alone, she would’ve swallowed the insult—after all, the Duke of Jin’s Mansion had fallen, and even if it still stood, she would’ve endured.
    

    

    
      A noble’s child doesn’t sit beneath a crumbling wall—why waste one’s life quarreling with mad dogs? Revenge could wait for another day.
    

    

    
      Yet… Medicine Master Wen glanced down at the Bunny Heroine. The girl looked back, her face as calm and joyless as ever—like a child who’d just eaten Bitter Melon.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Medicine Master Wen could sense her concern and smiled. “Don’t worry about us.”
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine nodded lazily. “I bid one hundred seventy thousand Spirit Jade.”
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji’s face darkened. “Eighteen—”
    

    

    
      “Two hundred thousand Spirit Jade,” the Bunny Heroine said lightly.
    

    

    
      The hall fell silent. Though called an auction house, most goods here were stolen. Two hundred thousand Spirit Jade was an enormous sum. But now, no one cared about the money—they all stared between the girl, Medicine Master Wen, and Zhong Ji. To them, this was no mere bidding war—it was an outsider challenging Blood Aspect’s faction.
    

    

    
      Everyone knew not to offend Shu Mountain’s Three Great Protectors. Conversely, whoever dared must have come with purpose—clearly, storms were brewing in Shu Mountain.
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji abruptly rose; the air trembled, many instinctively retreating to the edges.
    

    

    
      Was he about to start a fight—here, now?
    

    

    
      “You really have two hundred thousand Spirit Jade?” he laughed angrily. “Little girl, leave bidding to the adults. Get out of the—”
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      A Grand Treasure Chest materialized before the Bunny Heroine. She flipped open the lid, revealing strings of dark-green Hundred-Jade. The emerald glow silenced the hall; several people swallowed audibly, drawn a step closer.
    

    

    
      “One string, a thousand; ten strings, ten thousand. Two hundred strings, exactly two hundred thousand!” She patted the chest. “Now you see I’ve got the money. What about you, Uncle? Don’t tell me you’re a broke fraud!”
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji stared into the chest, expressionless. He cast a long look at Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine, then turned and left.
    

    

    
      His men followed, but not before drawing their thumbs across their throats at the women, grinning as though already gazing at prey.
    

    

    
      Since Zhong Ji had yielded, the Blade and Sword Manual naturally went to the Bunny Heroine. Counting the Spirit Jade took some time, and by the time they left the auction house, many people were already waiting outside. They didn’t approach—just trailed at a distance, like foul, clinging shadows.
    

    

    
      As expected… Medicine Master Wen had foreseen this.
    

    

    
      The impact of producing two hundred thousand Spirit Jade at once was immense. Even she only carried two or three thousand herself; Zhong Ji likely hadn’t that much either and would’ve needed credit until funds arrived from Shu Mountain.
    

    

    
      If the Bunny Heroine could produce two hundred thousand instantly, others would assume she had far more. Even without her Tokens glowing, everyone would believe she carried precious relics—and indeed, she did.
    

    

    
      After such an incident, and with night falling, no one was in the mood to linger. The Bunny Heroine also followed their lead.
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu couldn’t help asking, “Heroine, why spend so much on an advanced manual? You’re already Second-Stage—you shouldn’t need it anymore.”
    

    

    
      “For my brother.”
    

    

    
      “Your brother?” They all froze.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, within the Thieves’ House, Yan Qing looked at the 《Advanced Blade and Sword Mastery Manual》 in his hands—and without hesitation, used it.
    

    

    
      Vital Energy surged—swelled—boiled!
    

    

    
      The increase in Vital Energy, Spirit, and Agility from the Second Stage was twice that of the First, and the rush made Yan Qing groan involuntarily.
    

    

    
      His body trembled violently. Drenched in sweat, he collapsed onto the bed, feeling strength fill every part of him—and at the same time, an overwhelming clarity of mind, sight, and spirit, as though the world revealed new colors he’d never seen before.
    

    

    
      Second Job Change—complete!
    

    

    
      And his chosen path—was the mightiest among all Second-Stage classes:
    

    

    
      —the Blade and Sword Messenger!
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      Just now at the auction, the host had said that the Advanced Blade and Sword Manual could lead to a rare job transfer—this was indeed true.
    

    

    
      But it was also stating the obvious, because Second Job Change already had a high probability of yielding rare professions. It’s just that, given people in this world could only default to the first job option, Yan Qing suspected there were still quite a few Messengers who ended up with common jobs.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing, in fact, didn’t know much about the job system in The Messenger. After all, he hadn’t truly played the game before transmigrating. But the blade-and-sword job transfer was one of the few things he did remember—because it was one of the most powerful Second Job Changes, nearly all meta-chasers would pick Blade and Sword Messenger at Second Job!
    

    

    
      The requirement to become a Blade and Sword Messenger was simple: one had to use the Advanced Blade and Sword Mastery Manual during the First Job stage. But let alone in this world, even in the game that manual was quite rare, because it only had a chance to drop in the treasure chests of Second-Stage Secret Realms.
    

    

    
      A Secret Realm would only have a few treasure chests, and they specifically had to be from Second-Stage Secret Realms. Only grinding studios would farm this stuff deliberately. Hence, this was also the only advanced manual in the game that fetched a high price.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had never dreamed he’d get his hands on this manual. In a place where all important resources were monopolized by the royal families and noble clans, how could such a rare manual be obtained through regular means? And yet not only had he bought it, he’d only spent 200,000—still a hefty sum, but given the precedent of the Advanced Footwork Manual, it suddenly felt like a bargain.
    

    

    
      After the job change, Yan Qing could vaguely sense his new characteristics, but ultimately nothing as detailed as a system description. He logged out from Bunny Heroine’s alt account and selected the ‘Yan Qing’ profile.
    

    

    
      Even though he couldn’t log in to his own account, there was still plenty of information shown on the login screen, including his level and profession: 「Lv22·Blade and Sword Messenger」. He’d even leveled up two more times.
    

    

    
      When the cursor hovered over “Blade and Sword Messenger,” the game popped up a detailed profession description:
    

    

    
      「Blade and Sword Messenger」
    

    

    
      「Attribute Bonus: Vital Energy and Blood +10, Divine Soul +4, Dexterity +10」
    

    

    
      「Exhaustive Martial Arts (Blue Trait): When leveling up via secret techniques (Secret Technique EXP must exceed 75%), Vital Energy and Blood and Dexterity increase by 1 additionally.」
    

    

    
      「Blade and Sword Master (Blue Trait): When using any Blade or Sword Token, Token damage +15%.」
    

    

    
      So strong!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s spirits lifted. Firstly, other Second Jobs gave 20 attribute points, but the Blade and Sword Messenger gave 24!
    

    

    
      But that alone wasn’t enough. The Exhaustive Martial Arts trait allowed Yan Qing to get an extra +1 in Vital Energy and Blood and Dexterity whenever he leveled up using Secret Technique EXP. Unfortunately, Yan Qing was already at level 22, which meant he could only gain 8 more levels this way—yielding 8 points each in Vital Energy and Blood and Dexterity.
    

    

    
      In other words, by the time he reached Third Job, Yan Qing’s total stats would exceed other Messengers’ by 20 points—basically a whole Second Job’s worth of attributes!
    

    

    
      Base attributes didn’t just influence Foundation-Building success rate—they even caused exponential effects during Foundation Building. That’s why Yan Qing had never planned to switch to some aggressive build like Storm Messenger. Before Foundation Building, it was all about building a solid base. As long as he ensured his job’s growth potential, the more attributes, the better!
    

    

    
      Just based on stat differences alone, Blade and Sword Messenger was undoubtedly the strongest Second Job, not to mention it could evolve into a Rare Job or even Legendary Job later on!
    

    

    
      Take Jiang Ten’s Wandering Messenger—it did grant a lot of stats, but its traits had very little development potential. After Fourth Job, it might offer both stats and mechanics, but to meta-chasers who prioritized mechanics even more than numbers, it was still a dumpster-tier pick.
    

    

    
      Besides that, the Blade and Sword Master trait was also very practical. All Blade and Sword Tokens had their damage boosted by 15%. Obviously, this trait would shine most with dual-wielded weapon Tokens. But one, Yan Qing rarely did dungeon runs; and two, even when he went out, he seldom dual-wielded. After all, he wasn’t a player—he had to keep a hand free to absorb Spirit Jade. This trait probably wouldn’t see much use.
    

    

    
      Content with his job change, Yan Qing sat back down to keep playing.
    

    

    
      But his mood now had lightened significantly. Even if this trip to Shu Mountain turned out fruitless, he’d still be content—just getting the Blade and Sword Messenger job was worth the five days of travel.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Medicine Master Wen and the others had arrived at the only tavern in Eternal Joy City. And this tavern lived up to its martial reputation: the shopkeeper greeting guests at the front desk… was actually a Red-Named Messenger.
    

    

    
      Though some patrons were drinking and rowdy, the tavern was overall orderly. Even the Demon-Path Messengers—known for their rugged demeanor—kept their tails tucked here. When the server slammed down bottles and dishes on their table, even if they got splashed, the Demon-Path Messengers didn’t dare complain.
    

    

    
      「How much for lodging?」 Medicine Master Wen asked.
    

    

    
      The shopkeeper was a middle-aged man with dreadlocks. He leaned out from behind the counter to glance down at Bunny Heroine and said:「Five hundred per person. Two thousand for four.」  
    

    

    
       「Why’s it so expensive?!」 Shi Dong exclaimed.
    

    

    
      「Ordinary folks only pay fifty Spirit Jade, of course. But you’ve pissed off Zhong Ji. Tonight, this is the only place where you can sleep peacefully,」 the man said listlessly. 「You can also choose not to stay. Zhong Ji probably won’t attack you in the city, but whether he throws poop at you is another matter.」
    

    

    
      「Can you guarantee Zhong Ji won’t trouble us?」
    

    

    
      「Not while you’re lodging here.」 The shopkeeper leaned his head back and tapped the wanted poster behind him:「I’m Funnan, disciple of Boreuo. As long as you can pay, I guarantee no one will lay a finger on you. I suggest renting for a full month—it’s not expensive, just sixty thousand Spirit Jade. You folks can afford that, right? After a month, Zhong Ji probably won’t remember you anymore. If you can’t afford it… with your strength, I’m sure Boss Boreuo will find a use for you.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine rose on tiptoe to peer at the wanted poster behind him, then looked at the shopkeeper:「Dreadlocks Uncle, is that you?」
    

    

    
      「Back then I was skinnier. And I’m not dirty—this is just a northern hairstyle,」 Funnan replied calmly.「So, staying or not?」
    

    

    
      Before Medicine Master Wen could answer, Bunny Heroine slapped down two strings of Hundred-Jade Tokens on the counter.
    

    

    
      「Dreadlocks Uncle, since you promised security, you’d better keep your word,」 she said coolly.「If anyone ruins our sleep tonight, then no one will be sleeping.」
    

    

    
      Funnan found that threat amusing. He was about to clap back with a snarky line, but when he looked into Bunny Heroine’s eyes, the words caught in his throat. It wasn’t until the group had gone upstairs that a server approached and asked:「Boss, stew or slice?」
    

    

    
      “Stew” meant simmered soup—charged a bit higher, hoping the guest stayed longer. “Slice” meant carving the fish: squeeze every coin, gouge prices for food, bath, everything—just profit off tonight.
    

    

    
      「Treat them as regulars,」 Funnan said.「Don’t mess around.」
    

    

    
      The server was puzzled:「But Boss, they’re just outsiders. They didn’t even swear loyalty to our faction…」
    

    

    
      「Do as I said.」
    

    

    
      Funnan recalled Bunny Heroine’s eyes—just a pair of calm and clear eyes. Yet he could see his reflection in them—scarlet.
    

    

    
      Just as Bunny Heroine’s eyes looked to him, wreathed in scarlet light.
    

    

    
      Blood-Eye Syndrome?!
    

    

    
      But how was that possible?
    

    

    
      Blood-Eye Syndrome was a mark of Demon-Path Messengers. Even among them, not all were afflicted. Only those steeped in bloodshed, overflowing with guilt and evil, contracted this incurable malady!
    

    

    
      Moreover, Blood-Eye Syndrome varied in severity. Funnan had spent the past year doing chores deep in the mountains, hardly ever leaving, and had killed fewer than five. His condition had lightened—others only appeared faintly red in his eyes.
    

    

    
      But what he saw in Bunny Heroine’s eyes… that scarlet ran so deep it bordered on venomous—like she longed to rip his guts out!
    

    

    
      　
    

    

    
      More to come
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      Medicine Master Wen and the others had booked a large suite with three beds, though it was clear none of them would truly sleep through the night. Someone had to stay on watch—there was still a chance the inn could attempt some underhanded tricks.
    

    

    
      Choosing to stay at an inn was mainly to avoid others’ covetous eyes.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen sat beside the window, gazing out at the still-bustling Eternal Joy City. Nighttime brought its own amusements. Eternal Joy City wasn’t much different from other county cities.
    

    

    
      She quietly reflected on all that had transpired today. While staying at the inn could possibly avoid Zhong Ji’s retaliation, avoiding it once didn’t mean forever. Besides, she hadn’t come here to admire the scenery of Eternal Joy City—she was here to ascend Shu Mountain and conquer the Third-Stage Secret Realm, to inherit Si Wuxie’s legacy... She didn’t have much time to waste here.
    

    

    
      A swift and decisive strike was necessary. If things dragged on, allowing Zhong Ji to rally his forces for revenge, the situation would only become more difficult.
    

    

    
      Tonight, at midnight, they would escort the Bunny Heroine away!
    

    

    
      They would likely escape Shu Mountain’s territory by the day after tomorrow. By then, they should be safe. Thankfully, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong had also become Messengers now—their pace should be able to keep up.
    

    

    
      Thinking of this, Medicine Master Wen sighed inwardly. It wasn’t as if she didn’t want to settle down. With her strength, joining any of the major Protectors would earn her respectful treatment, and she could slowly scheme for Si Wuxie’s legacy. But since the Bunny Heroine valued the Advanced Blade and Sword Manuals so highly—enough to go against Zhong Ji—Medicine Master Wen had no choice but to follow her to the end.
    

    

    
      Still, it wasn’t all bad. Now that she had offended Blood Aspect, it would naturally be easier for Medicine Master Wen to gain the trust of the other two major Protectors in the future. There was filth even among the righteous paths, let alone the Demon Path? Just like the shopkeeper just now—Fu Nan—wasn’t he clearly trying to recruit them on behalf of Boreuo?
    

    

    
      「Sister Wu Qiu, Sister Shi Dong, take these,」the Bunny Heroine suddenly said.
    

    

    
      She pulled out four items: two Masked Helmets and two Flame Pattern Long Blades. The Masked Helmets were clearly spoils of war from earlier, and the Flame Pattern Long Blades were familiar to Medicine Master Wen—Tokens often sold by Immortals on the Trading Board.
    

    

    
      「We can’t accept these!」Wu Qiu hurriedly refused, and Shi Dong also shook her head repeatedly—she wasn’t being polite, just genuinely afraid of these weapons.
    

    

    
      「You’re Messengers now. How could you not have any Tokens? Take them,」the Bunny Heroine said.「Next time you’re in danger, at least you can fight back a little. My brother said, women who fight back are more charming.」
    

    

    
      Your brother’s kind of disgusting... Everyone silently grumbled in their hearts.
    

    

    
      「Take them,」Medicine Master Wen said.「I don’t have any other Tokens to arm you with right now. Having some combat ability for the upcoming journey will make things safer.」
    

    

    
      Since the young miss had spoken, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong accepted the Tokens.
    

    

    
      Though these were only the most basic First-Stage Tokens, they were also the first Tokens they had ever received in their lives. Even if the road ahead was uncertain and dangerous, the maids couldn’t hide their joy.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Medicine Master Wen hesitated no longer. Perhaps it wasn’t just about escorting the Bunny Heroine—she could take this chance to send Wu Qiu and Shi Dong away too. Now that they had some ability, they could live quietly under new identities elsewhere...
    

    

    
      But before Medicine Master Wen could speak, the Bunny Heroine was a step ahead:
    

    

    
      「Let’s part ways tomorrow.」
    

    

    
      Everyone froze. Shi Dong immediately panicked:「Why!?」
    

    

    
      「I’m going to storm Shu Mountain tomorrow. If you follow me, you’ll get dragged into it,」the Bunny Heroine said flatly.「Storming the mountain probably wasn’t in your original plans, was it?」
    

    

    
      「What!?」Wu Qiu was shocked.
    

    

    
      「Storm Shu Mountain?」Medicine Master Wen was incredulous.「Why would you do that? Do you have a personal vendetta against them?」
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine turned to look at Medicine Master Wen:「Big Sister, that’s such a narrow way of thinking. Just because I don’t have a grudge against Shu Mountain, doesn’t mean I can’t storm it for the sake of justice, right?」
    

    

    
      「But honestly, even knowing they’re bad people, if they didn’t attack me, I wouldn’t feel right attacking them first. Who would’ve thought I’d offend a major force within Shu Mountain today? When I go up tomorrow, they’ll definitely send people after me. That way, I can kill them with no psychological burden.」
    

    

    
      「My brother said, that’s called having a righteous cause!」
    

    

    
      「What righteous cause, my ass!」Medicine Master Wen couldn’t help but grab the Bunny Heroine’s shoulders.「I can escort you out of Shu Mountain tomorrow. You can go be a hero somewhere else—you don’t have to throw your life away in a Demon-Infested Zone!」
    

    

    
      「I won’t die.」   
    

    

    
       「And what makes you think that? Even I can’t be sure of that!」
    

    

    
      「My brother said so.」
    

    

    
      「Your brother’s full of shit!」
    

    

    
      「Anyway, I’m going to Shu Mountain tomorrow. Go wherever you want,」the Bunny Heroine said, climbing onto the bed, sitting cross-legged with her eyes closed to meditate.「I’ll be on alert all night. Goodnight.」
    

    

    
      Seeing that Medicine Master Wen and the others still wanted to say something, Yan Qing simply shut off the game console and went to take a shower.
    

    

    
      Did he have any confidence?
    

    

    
      What a joke—of course not.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine was only level 20. The Third-Stage of Shu Mountain likely had more than a handful of top-tier enemies, many of them Red-Named Messengers possessing Asura Tokens. Even if Yan Qing believed he could fight above his level, being surrounded by a mob still carried a high risk of character deletion.
    

    

    
      As for why Yan Qing chose this path—it was simple. He had never intended to cooperate with the Demon-Path Messengers of Shu Mountain from the start.
    

    

    
      Think about it: if entering the righteous path’s Third-Stage Secret Realm was already this troublesome, how easy could it possibly be for the Demon Path? What Shang Xinlei meant was, ‘a powerful Third-Stage Messenger can easily qualify to enter the Demon-Infested Zone’s Third-Stage Secret Realm.’
    

    

    
      That easily was relative to the righteous path. The righteous path might take years of observation and require someone’s approval. The Demon Path only required strength, yes—but the catch was, you had to join a faction. Shu Mountain had three major Protectors, and to enter the Secret Realm, you clearly had to align with one of them.
    

    

    
      Actually, Yan Qing didn’t mind having his alternate character join a faction—under three conditions: either the faction was far stronger, treated him well, or was interesting enough to draw him in.
    

    

    
      Joining a faction was like taking a job—there had to be something in it for you.
    

    

    
      But Demon Path factions? In terms of strength, the best they had were Third-Stage. If Yan Qing pulled out the Bingzi Pepper Forest, he wouldn’t be powerless. As for how they treated him, Zhong Ji had already threatened him, and Fu Nan had tried to extort him—definitely a death wish. A bunch of Red-Named Monsters who murdered regular people? Yan Qing liking them would be absurd.
    

    

    
      Even if Yan Qing did join them, flipping the table would be inevitable—so why not flip it from the start? It’d be less suffocating.
    

    

    
      Still, none of that was the main reason.
    

    

    
      The main reason was—Yan Qing’s fingers itched. He wanted to test his power.
    

    

    
      When one possesses a powerful weapon, the killing intent arises.
    

    

    
      Like in open-world games—The Elder Scrolls, Red Dead Redemption—sometimes you just wanted to massacre a town for fun. Yan Qing didn’t mean to; he’d just accidentally press a wrong button and punch someone, and suddenly the whole town would gang up on you... Quite like real life, actually. I haven’t even done anything yet, and they’re already out for blood?
    

    

    
      Fine then.
    

    

    
      If they wanted to start a war, Yan Qing was happy to oblige.
    

    

    
      Would the Bunny Heroine die? Maybe.
    

    

    
      With thoughts of tomorrow, Yan Qing drifted to sleep—leaving three conflicted, sleepless women behind.
    

    

    
      Reportedly, today marked the fourth anniversary of the Messenger’s Manual. So here’s a tiny bit of extra content.
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       After getting up the next day, Yan Qing didn’t immediately log into the Bunny Heroine account. Instead, he first logged into Jiang Ten and led the Hundred-Ward to run through the Zhen Sanshan Secret Realm once.
    

    

    
      Although the benefits of a First-Stage Secret Realm had dropped significantly, scraps were still meat even if taken from mosquitoes. Fighting monsters helped Jiang Ten and Ye Si improve their secret techniques. Besides, clearing the secret realm 200 times would unlock the “Famous Zhen Sanshan” milestone, so Yan Qing just treated it as his daily quest. Plus, he could grab breakfast from the military camp.
    

    

    
      It was both funny and frustrating that when Yan Qing said they were only running the secret realm once today, many couldn’t help but ask whether Jiang Ten was feeling unwell. Some even urged Ye Si to take Jiang Ten to see a doctor. By the time they returned to the barracks, it was already packed with Hundred-Ward concerned about Jiang Ten’s condition.
    

    

    
      Even Gai Louxian had heard the news and came to check in. The Banner Leader But-Six-Gu, who had been crushed by Ye Si previously, had anxiously come to the barrack door as well. Then he clashed with other new Messengers who admired Jiang Ten — due to their excessive runs of the secret realm, the Hundred-Ward who followed them reaped the rewards quickly, and the Messengers’ promotion rate rose sharply too.
    

    

    
      These new Messengers all credited this achievement to Jiang Ten. Their respect brimmed with admiration, but since Jiang Ten had already made it clear that her whole heart belonged to someone else, no one dared pursue her. Instead, they quietly protected her. Even in the secret realm runs, they would rush to grab the monsters, which caused Jiang Ten to lose a lot of experience for her secret techniques.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought rather wickedly — if Jiang Ten died, this camp might see a whole batch of grieving widowers.
    

    

    
      Upon logging into the Bunny Heroine account, Yan Qing discovered she was the only one left in the room.
    

    

    
      But that was only natural. It was already daylight, and the best travel time in Eternal Joy City was from midnight to early morning. The reason was similar to most animals being nocturnal — daytime belonged to human activity. Only the strong had the right to roam openly; the weak must avoid attention and minimize risk.
    

    

    
      Since the Bunny Heroine had already chosen to part ways, there was no reason for Medicine Master Wen and the others to continue traveling together. Leaving early suited her bold and decisive personality.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t one for dragging things out either. There was no need for over-explaining, which was why he logged off directly last night and avoided further interaction. After all, they were mere passing acquaintances who happened to travel together for two days.
    

    

    
      That was the logic, and he reasoned it out clearly — yet Yan Qing still felt a subtle emotion in his heart… not even a goodbye or a letter.
    

    

    
      Then again, maybe they had said farewell before leaving. They probably thought the Bunny Heroine could hear them, so naturally, they didn’t leave a letter. Yan Qing preferred to believe this possibility, because he genuinely liked Medicine Master Wen and her group.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine went downstairs openly to check out, though the shopkeeper was no longer last night’s Fu Nan, but still a red-named Messenger.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine stood on tiptoe and leaned on the counter to ask:「How do I get to Shu Mountain?」
    

    

    
      The shopkeeper glanced at her:「Go north out the door. Once outside the city gate, it’s a mountain trail. Just keep heading up.」
    

    

    
      「Thanks, Uncle.」
    

    

    
      After leaving the inn, Yan Qing didn’t set off immediately. Instead, he wandered around the city a bit more to see if there was anything to buy and unexpectedly found a vendor selling sword tassel tokens. Though pricey, Yan Qing didn’t lack money now.
    

    

    
      「Tassel Sword Tassel」
    

    

    
      「Grade: Second-Stage Ordinary」
    

    

    
      「Equipment Requirement: Sword-type Token」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Energy Saver: Reduces Spirit consumption of sword-type token skills by 1 to 5 points. The higher the cost, the more reduction.」
    

    

    
      「Review: A plain and simple sword tassel, suitable for novice swordsmen.」
    

    

    
      Most weapon tokens had matching accessory tokens. Some weapons could even equip multiple accessory tokens. For example, Yan Qing once saw a player on the forum boasting a Legendary Gauntlet with five gem slots — truly the best of the best.
    

    

    
      The Seven-Star Sword was known for its high Spirit consumption, making the Tassel Sword Tassel a perfect match. Yan Qing dawdled in Eternal Joy City for a while longer, feeling that the news had likely spread enough, then controlled the Bunny Heroine to walk toward the north gate with a strut of sheer defiance.
    

    

    
      Since he’d decided to test others’ tolerance, Yan Qing wasn’t going to sneak around. The more opponents showed up, the better — gathering all the trouble in one place made it easier to solve.
    

    

    
      The higher the difficulty, the more excited he became. He was the kind of person who always chose the hardest difficulty available, firmly believing that only the hardest challenge could unlock the full fun of a game… He had given them all this time so the Demon-Path Messengers could prepare their full force.
    

    

    
      There was no obstruction in leaving Eternal Joy City. The gate Messengers only charged entry, not exit — but coming back in would require paying again.   
    

    

    
      This city was small, so word spread fast. Coupled with the Bunny Heroine’s unmistakable appearance, the gate Messengers clearly reacted upon seeing her. One even reminded her:「Did you go the wrong way? This leads to Shu Mountain. The exit is at another gate.」
    

    

    
      「Then I’m right on track.」
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine replied breezily:「This heroine came specifically to witness the Demon-Infested Zone.」
    

    

    
      Under the dumbfounded gazes of the crowd, the Bunny Heroine headed for the mountain path. Yan Qing had expected someone to block the gate but was surprised at the calm. Then he realized — they were probably afraid the Bunny Heroine would flee back into Eternal Joy City.
    

    

    
      That city was maintained by the Three Great Guardians of the Black Market. Even Blood Aspect wouldn’t dare violate those rules openly. So, to strike at the Bunny Heroine, they had to wait until she left the city.
    

    

    
      To lure her out safely, even the tailing spies didn’t follow. It was as if Zhong Ji had given up revenge.
    

    

    
      「Hold it right there!」
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine turned her head and saw Medicine Master Wen dragging a burlap sack toward her. She held the Soul-Severing Spear in hand, her brown cloak stained with fresh, still-wet dark red blood — clearly just out of a battle.
    

    

    
      She tossed the sack in front of the Bunny Heroine. With a swipe of the spear, the sack opened to reveal a bloodied, battered man with multiple spear wounds, though the bleeding had stopped.
    

    

    
      A red-named Messenger.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen thrust her spear beside his neck.「Repeat what you just told me.」
    

    

    
      「The Blood Attendant… Zhong Ji sent people to tail you. They used Earth-Ears to overhear that little girl saying she was going to storm Shu Mountain, so they prepared to ambush you along the trail. The Shu Mountain path is filled with traps, all designed for outsiders…」
    

    

    
      「And then?」
    

    

    
      The red-named Messenger glanced at the Bunny Heroine and gasped:「Zhong Ji… Zhong Ji said he saw priceless tokens on that little girl. If she escaped back to Eternal Joy City, it would be trouble. So he called in Blood Aspect’s full force — the Four Generals, the Bear Family, the Eighteen Wolves of Yellow Sands, the Twin Killers of Liangzhou… Even if you run, it’s useless. Zhong Ji himself is great at tracking, but I know a secret path, one nobody else knows. I can take you out of Shu Mountain, I—」
    

    

    
      Before he could finish, Medicine Master Wen ended him with a single strike.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing felt a bit regretful — he had hoped to kill red-names to unlock the “Asura’s Nemesis” milestone, but since this one was Medicine Master Wen’s prey, it wouldn’t have been appropriate. Still, based on this red-named Messenger’s words, there were many more up ahead — perhaps too many for Yan Qing to kill alone.
    

    

    
      「Sister, you heard it yourself.」Medicine Master Wen said:「They already know you carry a rare treasure. Zhong Ji is now using every resource at his disposal against you. I wouldn’t be surprised if Blood Aspect personally took action… Are you still determined to ascend Shu Mountain?」
    

    

    
      「Of course.」The Bunny Heroine answered resolutely:「It’s just a bunch of Third-Stage Messengers. My brother doesn’t even fear Foundation Messengers — if I chicken out now, he’d laugh at me!」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was ready for persuasion. Although it seemed troublesome, seeing how much Medicine Master Wen cared for him, he couldn’t keep up the cold front from last night.
    

    

    
      If things really didn’t work out, Bunny Heroine would just feign retreat, pretend to be convinced, and then sneak off at night to storm Shu Mountain alone.
    

    

    
      At worst, she’d die. Maybe her death would become Medicine Master Wen’s source of motivation — inspiring her to reach Foundation and Fourth-Stage and wipe out Shu Mountain. That way, Yan Qing would’ve done a good deed.
    

    

    
      However, Medicine Master Wen’s response took him by surprise.
    

    

    
      「Alright.」Medicine Master Wen nodded solemnly:「In that case, I’m going too.」
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      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine and Yan Qing both froze.
    

    

    
      He looked at Medicine Master Wen on the screen—dust-laden, covered in grime, even her fair, delicate face was smudged with dirt. Although bathing was possible last night, she likely didn’t trust the inn’s reputation and didn’t dare to undress and leave herself vulnerable, so at most, she wiped herself down.
    

    

    
      Not that it was particularly astonishing for her to endure such things—weren’t Wu Qiu and Shi Dong the same? They even had to serve her.
    

    

    
      But the reason Medicine Master Wen could endure all this was because she harbored an enormous wish in her heart, one she was even willing to die for.
    

    

    
      And that was to restore the Medicine Masters of Bashui and return to the Zhou Kingdom's court.
    

    

    
      Compared to that, revenge wasn’t even the highest priority in her heart. She could accept her father’s death—courtly power struggles were the rule of victors and vanquished. When her father was in power, did he ever spare his rivals? But she could not accept the fall of the Duke of Jin’s Mansion, nor the end of the Bashui Medicine Masters. That legacy was passed down by her ancestors—not her father’s alone.
    

    

    
      If she gave up on this goal, she could have lived quite well. Shi Dong had already tried more than once to convince Wu Qiu in secret to help their lady escape to another country.
    

    

    
      Great Qi and Great Liang would be more than happy to shelter a persecuted royal of a defeated nation as their own moral emblem, not to mention that Medicine Master Wen possessed Third-Stage cultivation.
    

    

    
      Even without seeking refuge in an enemy state, disappearing wouldn’t be hard. Places like Liangzhou or Shuzhou were distant lands where imperial influence rarely reached. As long as she changed her name and lay low, Zhou would eventually give up the search.
    

    

    
      But she refused.
    

    

    
      To inherit Si Wuxie’s legacy and return in glory to reclaim the honor of the Duke of Jin’s Mansion—easy to say, but the risks were even greater than being hunted by the Zhou.
    

    

    
      Never mind how she would inherit Si Wuxie’s legacy—Shu Mountain was a Demon-Infested Zone. Once she obtained the legacy, she’d be targeted by hundreds of Demon-Path Messengers.
    

    

    
      She had abandoned all easier options to walk this most arduous path. Even though Yan Qing had reservations about her obsession, he still acknowledged the unshakable will that was harder than stone.
    

    

    
      Thus, he could not accept Medicine Master Wen’s decision at this moment.
    

    

    
      「Where are Wu Qiu and Shi Dong?」Bunny Heroine looked behind Medicine Master Wen.「Where did they go? If they were here, they’d definitely stop you, Big Sister.」
    

    

    
      「They’ve already returned to Eternal Joy City. I gave them enough Spirit Jade to stay at the inn for three days.」
    

    

    
      「Aren’t you worried someone might trouble them?」
    

    

    
      「I trained them for two hours at dawn. While not particularly strong, if they run into any thugs, they can stir enough trouble in Eternal Joy City. As long as the Three Guardians continue to uphold the Black Market, they’ll be safe,」Medicine Master Wen said calmly.「Of course, there's still risk—but they both agreed to my decision.」
    

    

    
      「Even if it means you’ll die on the mountain?」Bunny Heroine questioned.「Big Sister, you heard it just now too—the mountain is full of traps and ambushes, filled with Demon Path experts. Zhong Ji intends for us not even to have the chance to flee… Or do you have a plan?」
    

    

    
      「This is my first time on Shu Mountain—what plan could I possibly have? Zhong Ji is a local overlord—how could he leave us any loopholes to exploit?」Medicine Master Wen shook her head.「But you saved our lives before. I, Medicine Master Wen, am clear in my debts. All I can do is give it my all—even if it costs me my life.」
    

    

    
      She paused.「If I hadn’t stopped Wu Qiu and Shi Dong, told them you’d just hold us back, they would’ve joined us… They asked me to pass on a message—they hope you won’t mistake them for cowards.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine was quiet for a moment, then suddenly let out a snort.「Shi Dong would say that?」
    

    

    
      「Of course not—it was Wu Qiu who said it. Shi Dong was so worried she couldn’t speak.」Medicine Master Wen smiled.「But don’t think Shi Dong is timid. Back then, she volunteered to enter the Secret Realm with me, just because I needed someone to carry arrows… As long as it’s her duty, no matter how afraid she is, she’ll muster the courage to complete it.」
    

    

    
      「My people are not cowards who forget favors.」
    

    

    
      「Then what about your wish? Didn’t you want to inherit Si Wuxie’s legacy?」Bunny Heroine asked.「Are you giving up on revitalizing your family’s grand plan?」
    

    

    
      「A grand plan… hah.」Medicine Master Wen planted the Soul-Severing Spear into the ground and scoffed.「I’ve lost my family, my status, everything. All I have left are martial skill and two maidservants. The only thing my clan left me is the dignity of a Bashui Medicine Master.」
    

    

    
      「Plans can be remade. But once dignity is tarnished, it becomes everlasting shame. Maybe there are many kings in this world who don’t sweat the small stuff—but I’m not one of them. The principle I uphold, is one that leaves me with a clear conscience.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine shook her head and spread her hands like a little adult.「Big Sister, you’re too impulsive.」
    

    

    
      「Haha, now it’s you calling me impulsive. Yet it was you who insisted on charging up Shu Mountain,」Medicine Master Wen let out a laugh, though she soon reined it in.「Perhaps it is impulsiveness. I’ll likely pay a heavy price for it. But this is my principle. If I can’t even uphold that, then the Bashui Medicine Masters are truly finished.」
    

    

    
      She lowered her gaze to meet Bunny Heroine’s eyes.「Don’t try to persuade me—just as I won’t try to persuade you. Don’t even think of agreeing temporarily and sneaking off on your own. If you die on Shu Mountain, I’ll retrieve your body and bury you. I won’t let them defile your corpse for a single second… Sister, either give this up completely—or leave with me. I won’t give you a third option.」
    

    

    
      ‘You’re… kind of heavy,’ Yan Qing sighed inwardly.
    

    

    
      At this point, he had no choice but to reveal another card… not that he particularly minded.
    

    

    
      「Big Sister, look.」   
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine suddenly produced a token in her hand, engraved with the characters: ‘Return.’
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen was slightly stunned.「Return Token? I heard that half a month ago in Mansu Woodland of Great Liang, a madwoman named Jiang Ten slew two Third-Stage Messengers, routed all others at the scene, and escaped from Thunder King of the Underworld Prison Chen Liexia using a Return Token… Is this the very token Jiang Ten used!?」
    

    

    
      It was Yan Qing’s first time hearing one of his alternate characters mentioned by someone else—it felt… pretty great.
    

    

    
      A kind of single-player game-style mesh narrative beauty!
    

    

    
      「That’s right. It’s a Return Token even Foundation Messengers can’t interfere with—guaranteed escape. My brother gave me this treasure,」Bunny Heroine said.「So you get it now, Big Sister? If something happens on the mountain, I can just use the Return Token to escape. I’m not going to die. You don’t need to come with me.」
    

    

    
      Of course, it was a lie.
    

    

    
      There were only two uses left on the Return Token. Yan Qing wouldn’t waste them on an alt. He’d still run, of course—but if he really couldn’t escape, he could accept falling here. It’s a city raid after all—losing is normal. He could always come back stronger after reaching Foundation level.
    

    

    
      But upon hearing this, Medicine Master Wen showed neither relief nor ease. Her expression became subtly strange—like when Yan Qing used to sneak out to internet cafés and unexpectedly ran into classmates there. A silent “Oh, so you’re like that too.”
    

    

    
      「Mine isn’t as good as your Return Token, but I also have a way to escape.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen spoke slowly.「But mine only guarantees my own safety—I can’t protect you. And once exposed, the consequences are dire. I originally planned to use it only when you were in danger, to cover your retreat. If you died, I’d at least carry your corpse out… Didn’t expect you to be so prepared.」
    

    

    
      Her method of escape was simple: go to the Thieves’ House.
    

    

    
      As long as she entered the Thieves’ House, no one in the world could touch her—but she also wouldn’t be able to influence anything outside. And if it got exposed, she’d essentially be unable to act in the outside world again. Too many Messengers would want to capture her for a shot at the Divine Marquis Estate. So unless it was absolutely necessary, she wouldn’t use this option.
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine was stunned.「You too? Then why didn’t you say so earlier?」
    

    

    
      「Well…」Medicine Master Wen looked a little sheepish.「If I said it, maybe you would’ve given up on climbing the mountain. And… if I admitted I could flee anytime, then those things I just said wouldn’t have the same weight…」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing quickly realized her intention—she deliberately hid this to raise her favorability with Bunny Heroine!
    

    

    
      A Medicine Master Wen who had no retreat yet still chose to stand with her was naturally more moving than one who had a safety net.
    

    

    
      Truthfully, Yan Qing had been deeply moved—otherwise, he wouldn’t have let Bunny Heroine show the Return Token to talk her down.
    

    

    
      Damn, Medicine Master Wen, this seemingly rough and straightforward woman, turned out to be so scheming!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. But seeing how sincere she was, he couldn’t bring himself to be mad.
    

    

    
      「So you still want to climb the mountain with me?」
    

    

    
      「Of course. Why else would I reveal my escape plan?」Medicine Master Wen replied with resolve.「You wanted to use the Return Token to convince me—well, I can do the same to convince you.」
    

    

    
      「But why?」Bunny Heroine asked, puzzled.「If you only came to repay a debt, now I’ve shown I can leave safely. Climbing with me means offending one of Shu Mountain’s Three Guardians—maybe all Demon-Path Messengers will become your enemies… Don’t you want Si Wuxie’s legacy anymore?」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen fell silent, gazing at the Soul-Severing Spear in her hand, as if choosing her words.
    

    

    
      「My plan was to join one of the Three Guardians and quietly search for clues about the Foundation legacy, then strike at the right time,」she said slowly.「But honestly, I don’t want to associate with Demon Path folks—I just had no other way.」
    

    

    
      「Maybe I’ve been in Chang’an too long—compromise feels natural now. For greater good, anyone can be an ally… If not for you, I’d have forgotten that I still have a choice.」
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she twirled the Soul-Severing Spear, creating a sharp burst of spearlight.
    

    

    
      「Challenge Shu Mountain—defeat the Three Guardians!」Medicine Master Wen declared.「They’re just Third-Stage Messengers—I’m one too! Why should I serve them? A bunch of ghouls and demons—I’ll carve out my place with my spear!」
    

    

    
      「Since you have the will to purge the wicked, how could I not accompany you to the end? Before, I feared being trapped—now we both have a sure way out. What is there to hesitate about?」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen extended a clenched fist toward Bunny Heroine. It was filthy—spattered with blood.
    

    

    
      「This journey to the mountain—with me, we’re invincible!」
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Yan Qing subconsciously held his breath. His heart felt like it stopped. For the first time, he wished he could switch places with his alt and join the coming adventure himself… Even through the screen, he felt a surge of heroic spirit in his chest.
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine extended her tiny fist and bumped hers against Medicine Master Wen’s.
    

    

    
      「Invincible with me!」
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      Chapter 149: You’re Already Dead
    

    

    
      Eleven years ago, the tenth year of Jianchang in Great Liang, the second year of Wucheng in Great Zhou, and the first year of Baoyuan in Great Qi, a battle broke out at the border of the two nations in Jingzhou. Mo Ke, newly risen to power, led the Twenty-Four Military Commands southward to attack Great Liang with an army of 100,000 warriors, thousands of messengers, and uncountable auxiliary troops, boasting a force of 500,000.
    

    

    
      At that time, the Emperor of Great Liang, Shao Hu, was in his prime and personally led 150,000 troops to suppress Mo Ke. The battle raged from autumn to spring, and as the weather turned warm, both sides retreated. The only proof of that war's existence were the hundreds of thousands of corpses scattered across the Jingxiang front and the countless refugees who lost everything due to conscription.
    

    

    
      In the records of both nations, they claimed victory. Mo Ke had struck a blow to Great Liang’s arrogance, while Shao Hu had thwarted the ambitions of the northern invaders... In the more than a hundred years of the tripartite standoff, such skirmishes were far too common. Just two years later, the ambitious young Empress Ying Le of Great Zhou would beat both Great Liang and Great Qi, even sacking the northern territories, earning the fearsome title of Phoenix-Ceremonial Son of Heaven.
    

    

    
      Nowadays, if someone mentions the Battle of Jingxiang, others would still ask, “Which year’s Battle of Jingxiang?” And even after being told, most would merely say, “Oh, that rings a bell.”
    

    

    
      A war that failed to change the world had no right to earn anyone’s attention.
    

    

    
      But it did change many lives — for example, that of Shi Sanren.
    

    

    
      Shi Sanren, naturally, was not born with that name. He was originally called Deng Shitou, the son of a tenant farmer in Qingxi County, Yongzhou Commandery. All the land in Qingxi was owned by a branch of the Yuwen Family, who heavily exploited their tenant farmers. Deng Shitou grew up starving; at the age of seven, both his father and eldest brother were conscripted into the Impactor Corps and never returned — only the next year’s taxes were waived.
    

    

    
      He barely survived to the age of fifteen. That year, the Yuwen Family came to conscript again. Deng Shitou narrowly avoided death and was rewarded with a post as a government soldier. From then on, he had his fill of white bread and beef every day — the price being that he had to participate in Secret Realm expeditions.
    

    

    
      But Deng Shitou was quite gifted. Unlike his colleagues who died or were injured, he not only survived, but within ten years had promoted to the rank of Messenger, earning a Token. Ordinary people had to respectfully call him Messenger Lord. That was the proudest period of Deng Shitou’s life.
    

    

    
      But Tokens weren’t so easy to earn. As a Messenger, Deng Shitou had to conquer First-Stage Secret Realms, and was occasionally summoned to Second-Stage ones. Each expedition was a near-death experience, leaving him scarred. Seeing that he might die in a Secret Realm, Deng Shitou once bribed a Banner Leader in hopes of retiring. The Banner Leader accepted the Spirit Jade but told him: having received the Garrison’s favor and becoming a Messenger, he must serve for forty years. If he wanted early retirement, he’d have to buy it — one thousand Spirit Jade per year.
    

    

    
      But Deng Shitou could only save at most four hundred a year. If he continued at this pace, he estimated he wouldn’t live another five years.
    

    

    
      Then, either fortunately or unfortunately, the Battle of Jingxiang broke out. As a Yongzhou soldier, Deng Shitou was dispatched. He survived several large battles, and during the retreat, he was given a mission: recover Tokens from fallen corpses.
    

    

    
      So many Masked Soldiers had died in battle, there was no way to recover them in time — nor could they be allowed to fall into enemy hands. This was a dangerous task, because Great Liang also sent people to retrieve Tokens. But the advantage was: any Spirit Jade found en route could be kept.
    

    

    
      This was when Deng Shitou encountered the turning point of his life: he found the corpse of a Banner Commander from the Yuwen Family.
    

    

    
      It held a rare Second-Stage defensive Token, a rare long blade, a Secret Technique Manual, and thousands of Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      Normally, someone of such stature would have had his body recovered by his family. But this corpse was buried under many Liang soldiers, so it was not surprising that the Yuwen Family missed it.
    

    

    
      Deng Shitou couldn’t possibly keep such items — nor could he sell them. Anyone with the ability to buy them would know they belonged to the Yuwen Family and would more likely report him. What’s more, corpse-recovery teams worked in pairs — he wasn’t the only one who discovered it.
    

    

    
      So, should he hand them over? Then return to the Secret Realms to keep gambling with death? If lucky, he might retire at sixty and go back to farming?
    

    

    
      Having been a tenant farmer’s son all his life, Deng Shitou knew — farming couldn’t grow Tokens, only poverty.
    

    

    
      So he steeled himself, and before his partner could react, he slashed him down and took all the Tokens and Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      That was when he realized something he’d never noticed before:
    

    

    
      People are much easier to kill than demons.
    

    

    
      From then on, Yongzhou lost one government soldier, and Great Zhou gained one Demon-Path Messenger.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t alone. Many deserters turned rogue. They started with eighteen, but after infighting, only five remained. They fled to the Bashan region, roaming the forests, calling themselves the Five Wanderers of Bashan — but everyone knew them as the Five Bandits of Bashan. They plundered villages and towns to replenish Spirit Jade, becoming notorious over the past ten years.
    

    

    
      “Boss, are we really doing this?” Shi Sanren said worriedly. “If we steal the Blood Attendant’s prey, we won’t be able to operate in Shu Mountain anymore. We might even be hunted down by the Blood Minister…”
    

    

    
      After receiving Zhong Ji’s message on the mountain, the Five Wanderers secretly decided to descend, bypassing the traps. They intended to abandon Zhong Ji and take the bounty for themselves.
    

    

    
      “Third Brother, if we pull this off, why would we stay in Shu Mountain anyway?” Tie Sanren scoffed. “That bastard Zhong Ji only gave us five hundred Spirit Jade? I already found out — their team has only a Second-Stage and a Third-Stage, and it’s just a little girl and a woman. We can take them easily!”
    

    

    
      “Second Brother’s right,” Tong Sanren said. “Seriously, do you really believe that little girl has Second-Stage strength? Probably just a pampered family failure — we’ve killed plenty like her.”
    

    

    
      “That Houmo brat from last time was decent, though.” Yu Sanren licked his lips. “Boss, there are two women this time. Let me have one, will you?”
    

    

    
      “Focus, all of you,” Jin Sanren said coldly. “Even if the girl’s nothing, the Third-Stage Messenger isn’t to be underestimated.”
    

    

    
      “She’s from outside the mountains,” Tie Sanren sneered. “We’ve killed Third-Stagers before. Outlanders can’t match us in killing!”
    

    

    
      Jin Sanren agreed, but added, “We go all out — don’t give them a chance to escape. Especially you, Fourth Brother. If you mess this up again because of your damn pants…”
    

    

    
      “Got it, got it. I know when to restrain myself,” Yu Sanren raised his hand. “But after this job, can we please get off the mountain? Two months without a woman, even my sword’s going dull.”
    

    

    
      “The Blood Attendant values this target. There must be more than one rare Token. Just one could sell for 200,000 — even 300,000 Spirit Jade,” Jin Sanren said. “Once this job’s done, we split. Whoever wants to retire, retire. Whoever wants to stay in the Demon Path, stay.”
    

    

    
      That silenced them all. After exchanging glances, Tong Sanren muttered, “If we can really get that much…”
    

    

    
      “I’ll go to Great Liang, buy a noble household registry, marry a few wives, and start a family,” Tie Sanren grinned. “Worked my whole life. Time to enjoy it.”
    

    

    
      Retire?
    

    

    
      Shi Sanren looked at the faint bloody glow on their bodies and gave a bitter smile.
    

    

    
      He had thought about it too… but he had already lost the ability to be a normal person.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know when it began, but every time he looked at others, he saw an ominous, sharp, blinding red glow clinging to their bodies — even the Five Wanderers, who had fought life and death with him.
    

    

    
      It was said to be Blood-Eye Syndrome, common among Demon-Path Messengers, especially the longer they stayed in the Demon Path.
    

    

    
      It didn’t harm the body — but it had one terrifying effect: it made the Messenger perceive everyone as a mortal enemy. Many cases of Messengers killing each other had already occurred in the mountains. No one knew if it was intentional — or the syndrome.
    

    

    
      Shi Sanren thought he could resist it — until one day, he woke up and instinctively killed the red-glowing person beside him.
    

    

    
      She was a prostitute — his lover. The noise of the killing attracted attention, and suddenly, the whole street glowed red…
    

    

    
      When he came to, he was standing atop a mound of corpses.
    

    

    
      Because of this, he didn’t dare meet his elderly mother. He only left Spirit Jade by the door. The only time he saw her again in ten years was at her funeral — in a sea of hostile blood-red light, she alone looked just as he remembered — no blood glow at all.
    

    

    
      All the other Wanderers had it too. Yu Sanren killed after every brothel visit. Tie Sanren couldn’t hold back after drinking. The skull hanging from Tong Sanren’s neck came from a family member he killed by accident… The Demon Path was full of madmen — warmed only by cold corpses.
    

    

    
      The cure? Easy. Don’t kill for three or four years. But that would deactivate their greatest asset — the Demon-Path Tokens. Shi Sanren had never seen anyone succeed in quitting. No one would willingly give up their weapon, even if it turned them into a monster.
    

    

    
      But if this job succeeded… so many Spirit Jade… maybe, just maybe…
    

    

    
      “Shi Sanren·Deng Shitou, why are there only five of you?”
    

    

    
      Shi Sanren’s pupils shrank. While dodging instinctively, he swung out a defensive slash. At the same time, the other Wanderers leapt from the grass, shouting, “Who’s there!?”
    

    

    
      “You want to ambush us and still ask who we are?” Bunny Heroine pushed through the grass onto the mountain path. “Did your brains ride off on a horse?”
    

    

    
      Shi Sanren had never seen blood light like hers — not glaring at all, heavy, warm, yet filled with ferocious hostility. It reminded him of the military inspector from the Garrison — if they wanted to kill you, they’d do it outright.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen emerged behind her, holding the rare Soul-Severing Spear. Her blood light burned like fire, her killing intent scalding his eyes.
    

    

    
      “I heard Zhong Ji gathered a huge team to ambush me. Why only five kittens?” Bunny Heroine drew her long sword lazily. “Zhong Ji thinks that little of me?”
    

    

    
      “You barbarian, so full of yourself,” Jin Sanren said coldly. “Today, we’ll show you the strength of the Five Wanderers of Bashan!”
    

    

    
      “So it’s the Five Bandits,” Medicine Master Wen’s eyes flashed coldly. “You’re all dead today.”
    

    

    
      “Big sister, hold off the other four. I’ll be with you shortly.”
    

    

    
      “No problem.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Medicine Master Wen truly fight four alone while Bunny Heroine took him on solo, all of Shi Sanren’s doubts vanished — replaced by seething rage. A Second-Stage Demon-Path like him… being looked down on by a little girl!?
    

    

    
      People are easier to kill than demons — even more so for Demon-Path Messengers!
    

    

    
      If she wanted to act so arrogant, don’t blame him for being ruthless!
    

    

    
      Shi Sanren slid his blade in a half-circle, solemn and sacred like a ritual. Bunny Heroine actually stood there watching him complete his setup. Shi Sanren looked down on her even more — just a pampered clan waste trained on manuals.
    

    

    
      Secret Technique · Half-Moon Sweep!
    

    

    
      This technique greatly boosted the next slash. At its peak, it would double the damage. With his rare Demon-Path long blade, even a Third-Stage Messenger would be gravely injured!
    

    

    
      The crescent slash appeared. Shi Sanren felt bloodlust surge — he saw the arrogant blood light dimming, warm blood about to spurt. Though he’d seen it countless times, it always brought relief.
    

    

    
      Shhhk.
    

    

    
      At the moment the crescent cut through the air, Bunny Heroine leapt. In Shi Sanren’s disbelieving eyes, she gripped her blue-starred rare long sword and stabbed at him — how many times?
    

    

    
      The bizarre sight made Shi Sanren instinctively retreat. When he checked his defensive Token — it had taken no damage.
    

    

    
      But her movements couldn’t have been fake — only Storm Messengers could do that…
    

    

    
      “Big sister, I’m here to help!”
    

    

    
      He turned — only to see Bunny Heroine had already joined Medicine Master Wen in fighting the others. Confused and furious, he slashed toward her back: “You think dodging once means you’ve won? Your real enemy is me!”
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine casually dodged without even glancing at him, cheerfully replying:
    

    

    
      “Uncle, you’re already dead.”
    

    

    
      What?
    

    

    
      Shi Sanren froze. Suddenly, ten shining sword trails exploded at once — skewering him into a blood-red hedgehog!
    

    

    
      I…
    

    

    
      He collapsed in a pool of blood — and saw himself dyed completely crimson.
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      「As expected, they’re all polluted Demon-Path Tokens.」Medicine Master Wen sighed.「Nothing of value.」
    

    

    
      After the Bunny Heroine used her Torrential Rain tactics to kill two opponents in a row, the remaining two finally realized they stood no chance. They split up to escape, but neither made it far. The Bunny Heroine soloed one, then returned to team up with Medicine Master Wen to finish off the last.
    

    

    
      Killing people naturally meant looting the corpses, but the most valuable items carried by Demon-Path Messengers were their weapons—some of them even classified as Rare Tokens. Unfortunately, all of them were soul-bound Asura Tokens, utterly worthless to anyone else. Storing them in the warehouse would just be a waste of space.
    

    

    
      As for other usable Tokens—without exception, they were trash. Most were Common, with Rare Tokens being exceedingly few.
    

    

    
      「Big Sister, if you trust me, you can give me the loot. I can trade them with my brother later and split the Spirit Jade with you.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen didn’t hesitate and shoved the loot at the Bunny Heroine.「Take it. Just give me some Spirit Jade, anything will do.」
    

    

    
      「Here’s five thousand for now. I’ll give the rest once I get them exchanged,」the Bunny Heroine said.「Don’t refuse. My brother always says, if you’re going to be greedy, be greedy for something big. Don’t waste time with petty gains.」
    

    

    
      「Your brother… is absolutely right.」Medicine Master Wen laughed.
    

    

    
      They didn’t rush forward but instead stayed put to rest and repair their Tokens. The Bunny Heroine had just soloed four Red-Name Messengers, spending nearly 800 Spirit Jade in the process. The durability of her Hands of Hundredfold Refinement and Seven-Star Sword had also dropped significantly.
    

    

    
      This explosive burst tactic relied on delivering as many attacks as possible within a short time. Attack speed was everything, so the ‘Direct Strike’ ability from the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement had basically been on constantly. Around forty Direct Strikes had been used just now, reducing the hands’ durability by over twenty, and the Seven-Star Sword by more than eighty. One more fight and they’d break.
    

    

    
      Luckily, Yan Qing had bought plenty of Medicine Master Gel, which could cheaply repair Tokens to 70% durability, after which expensive Secret Realm repair kits could finish the job. Altogether, this patch-up cost Yan Qing over three thousand Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      Although he didn’t lose money in the end, that was only because he managed to kill the enemy. Had he lost or let them escape, it would’ve been a total loss.
    

    

    
      Good thing he could rake in cash selling Secret Realm resources on the Trading Board. If this were an ordinary game, his playstyle would’ve bankrupted him long ago.
    

    

    
      Aside from loot sorting and Token repair, Yan Qing also gained an unexpected reward.
    

    

    
      With five Asura kills in hand, even though Enemy of the Asura hadn’t been completed, his Uncolored Slaughter Value exceeded one hundred, unlocking the Uncolored Asura milestone.
    

    

    
      「Uncolored Asura: +5% damage dealt to Bloodstained Asura players; -5% damage received from Bloodstained Asura players. This milestone cannot coexist with Bloodstained Asura milestones.」
    

    

    
      「Based on your level, you may now access the following Asura milestone info:」
    

    

    
      「Great Uncolored Asura: You’ve obtained over 1000 Uncolored Slaughter Value (121/1000)」
    

    

    
      Huh? Where’s my Asura Token?
    

    
        
    

    
      Yan Qing scrutinized the milestone description and realized that Asura players actually had two routes. The first was the Bloodstained Asura, whose Tokens transformed into unpredictable Asura Tokens that ignored defense. The second was the Uncolored Asura, which focused on overwhelming stats—brute force without flair.
    

    

    
      He had previously wondered why Asura Tokens were exclusive to Demon Path. Righteous Messengers should also be able to hit 100 Slaughter Value by killing a few Demon Path enemies. Now he understood. After all, it’d be absurd for ordinary players to earn a soul-bound Token just for taking down a few Red Names, only to find it non-transferable and possibly unusable if their Slaughter Value dropped.
    

    

    
      But this milestone came just in time. Yan Qing had practically stumbled upon a pillow while dozing.
    

    

    
      After a brief rest, they continued onward. Halfway up the mountain, the Bunny Heroine stopped Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      「Up ahead is perfect ambush terrain,」Medicine Master Wen noted.「Though we’re on a mountain, the path opens into a basin-like hollow, with cliffs on both sides. Block the front and back, and it’s a trap.」
    

    

    
      「Not just that,」the Bunny Heroine pointed up the cliff.「There are Demon-Path Messengers lying in wait. Not sure if they’re planning to shoot or drop rocks, but they’re definitely up to no good. I didn’t see the others—likely hiding inside.」
    

    

    
      「Sister, what do you suggest?」
    

    

    
      「There’s no reason to walk into a trap. Let’s take out the ones above first.」
    

    

    
      「But the cliff’s a bit steep,」Medicine Master Wen frowned.「And we don’t have climbing gear...」
    

    

    
      「Hang on. Let me check.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing logged out of the Bunny Heroine’s account and hopped onto Jiang Ten and Rat Monk.「I need a climbing hook rope, urgent.」
    

    

    
      Soon, Medicine Master Wen saw the Bunny Heroine summon a hook rope out of thin air. She gave it a tug—it wasn’t as good as the White Fox’s Serpent-Patterned Rope, but it’d suffice here.
    

    

    
      On the cliffside, five Demon-Path Messengers waited beside a massive boulder, clearly meant to block the path. When the Bunny Heroine and Medicine Master Wen came within ten paces, the Messengers finally turned and shouted,「Who’s there?」
    

    

    
      「Good people.」
    

    

    
      Good people? On Shu Mountain? The Demon-Path Messengers burst out laughing.「Boys, the fat sheep walked right into us!」With wicked grins, they charged forward.
    

    

    
      Ten seconds later, two were instantly slain by the Bunny Heroine’s Seven-Star Sword. Realizing something was terribly wrong, the rest immediately leapt off the cliff—trusting their defensive Tokens to keep them alive, even if injured.
    

    

    
      「That little girl’s not right! Something’s very off!」one Messenger shouted mid-fall.「She... she got unbelievably fast for a moment!」
    

    

    
      「Buzzlord, if you suck, just say so. Don’t blame her. We all know she’s sketchy—must be carrying Rare Tokens!」a Messenger below mocked.「The Four Generals already went after them. Bringing them down means a big reward, but too bad it won’t be yours.」
    

    

    
      Though most of the credit would go to Zhong Ji, he’d promised that whoever contributed most would get a Rare Token. The rest would get only Spirit Jade. The Four Generals were the Blood Minister’s most elite squad—experts in four-person synergy, with a history of swiftly killing Third-Stage Messengers. Even the other three Protectors feared them.
    

    

    
      The others, upon hearing the Four Generals were en route, began hurling insults and threats at the Bunny Heroine and Medicine Master Wen, trying to bait them into jumping down—only then could they snatch some credit.
    

    

    
      「Well? Should we jump down?」Medicine Master Wen sneered.「Just a bunch of rabble. I guarantee I can kite us out of there, kill as we move!」
    

    

    
      「No rush. If they want to come to us, why tire ourselves?」The Bunny Heroine casually sat to repair her Tokens.「This terrain’s narrow. No matter how many show up, they won’t be able to maneuver... here they come.」
    

    

    
      Four Red-Name Messengers clad in black cloaks emerged from the opposite cliffside. Their synchronized strides and near-identical builds screamed one thing: even if it’s just one opponent, we always go four-on-one.
    

    

    
      「Hand over all your Tokens, and we’ll let you leave,」the leader said.
    

    

    
      「If you eat a Bitter Melon and off yourself right now, this Heroine might spare your life, Li Baikai,」the Bunny Heroine replied lazily.
    

    

    
      Li Baikai’s face turned pale. He’d always used an alias in Shu Mountain. Even the Blood Minister didn’t know his real name. His tone turned icy, killing intent brimming.「You’re asking for death!」
    

    

    
      No sooner had he spoken than the Four Generals charged in unison. Four identical black-glowing spears shot from their cloaks, covering all of the Bunny Heroine’s evasion paths!
    

    

    
      The wind’s sharp whistle filled the air, sounding like a crow’s cry—hence this team attack was dubbed Crow’s Dirge.
    

    

    
      Their spears were identical, enhanced by the same Secret Art to become matching Demon-Path Tokens. Their ability was simple: after a strike, they left a Spirit Weakness on the target. The next hit on that Weakness dealt double damage, and the Weakness never disappeared.
    

    

    
      Because all four spears were the same, any of them could trigger the others’ Weakness marks. Ideally, during the second wave, each spear would deal five times the damage—ignoring all defensive Tokens and directly harming the user. Even Third-Stage Messengers from Guangling Garrison couldn’t survive such a barrage.
    

    

    
      Crow’s Dirge—deadly as its name.
    

    

    
      To master this tactic, the four trained together constantly, even memorizing the aura of each other’s blood. No one had ever escaped their joint attack—especially not in terrain like this. Unless their target jumped down into the crowd of Demon-Path Messengers, they had no way out.
    

    

    
      Within Li Baikai’s confident gaze, the Bunny Heroine twisted into a bizarre angle and precisely jumped into the tiny gap between the spears. Theoretically, there should’ve been no opening—but this was their first time facing someone so small...
    

    

    
      What followed was a fatal blunder.
    

    

    
      A dazzling flash of starlight danced past, stunning Li Baikai. By the time he came to, he realized he’d already been stabbed at least ten times—yet his defensive Tokens hadn’t activated at all...
    

    

    
      「She’s a Torrential Rain Messenger!」Li Baikai finally recognized her.「She’s using a delay-burst Token... Retreat, now!」
    

    

    
      「Too late.」
    

    

    
      Another 200 Spirit Jade vanished. Shining ended. Blood erupted from Li Baikai and another General.
    

    

    
      After a few battles, Yan Qing had fully gauged the Bunny Heroine’s output and these Messengers’ defenses. One Rainstorm was enough to claim the lives of at least two Second-Stage Messengers.
    

    

    
      He also unlocked the Enemy of the Asura milestone—a good one.
    

    

    
      「Enemy of the Asura: +5% damage to defensive Tokens.」
    

    

    
      「Based on your level, you may now access the following Asura milestone info:」
    

    

    
      「Public Enemy of the Asura: You’ve slain 100 Asuras (10/100)」
    

    

    
      With two Generals down, the remaining two tried to flee, but Medicine Master Wen was already behind them, cutting off their retreat. Even if they tried jumping down, she’d knock them back up.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, chaos broke out below. The Demon-Path Messengers panicked.
    

    

    
      「Torrential Rain Messenger? That little girl? No way—must be the Third-Stage.」
    

    

    
      「But most Torrential Rain Messengers are crippled after one burst. Could it be... another Boreuo?」
    

    

    
      「Impossible. Boreuo is—」
    

    

    
      Right then, one of the Four Generals leapt off the cliff, landing in a heap. He looked up, spotted the Messengers, and without a word—lunged forward with his spear.
    

    

    
      He stabbed the nearest Red Name clean through!
    

    

    
      Screaming, he raved,「It’s Rain—it’s the Torrential Rain Messenger—we’re doomed, we’re all dead—I don’t want to die—I can’t die!」
    

    

    
      The Demon-Path Messengers scattered.
    

    

    
      「That motherless bastard dared attack us!」
    

    

    
      「He’s gone mad! The Four Generals have blood-frenzied! Get away from him!」
    

    

    
      「Where’s the fourth one? Dead too?」
    

    

    
      「Could she really be a Torrential Rain Messenger? And it looks like she can use Rain multiple times... Is she another Boreuo?」
    

    

    
      The last General didn’t hear them. He was completely lost in his world, seeing blood-red auras of malice and murder on everyone around. They had killed his sworn brothers—he didn’t want to die. He wanted revenge. He wanted to kill them all—
    

    

    
      Right then, a powerful hand clamped down on his collarbone, making him scream in agony. But his defensive Token didn’t respond at all.
    

    

    
      The General turned. In his eyes, another blood-glowing ‘enemy’ appeared—and he reflexively thrust his spear.「Die!—」
    

    

    
      Crack! His head was ripped clean off. A geyser of blood shot half a zhang high, drenching the mountain path.
    

    

    
      Blood Attendant Zhong Ji stood amidst the downpour. Silence fell over the Demon-Path Messengers.
    

    

    
      With malice and anticipation, they waited to see how Zhong Ji would respond—now that the Four Generals were gone.
    

    

    
      「Weren’t you planning to storm Shu Mountain?」Zhong Ji clapped his hands and said coolly,「Then come down. I’ll fight you.」
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      「Blood Attendant is here!」
    

    

    
      「He’s going after the Thunderstorm Messenger? She’s as strong as Boreuo!」
    

    

    
      「She’s just a Second-Stage Messenger, not even carrying a Demon-Path Token—how could she compare to Boreuo? She’s not even one-tenth of him! Now that Blood Attendant is here, they’re dead for sure!」
    

    

    
      The speaker was clearly one of Blood Attendant’s men, who barked sharply, 「Why haven’t you started sealing off the mountain path as planned? If any of them escape…」
    

    

    
      In truth, the Demon-Path Messengers were already harboring thoughts of retreat. Their earlier loud cries were merely coordinated signaling, waiting for someone to take the lead—then the rest would immediately follow.
    

    

    
      After all, winning brought them little benefit, but confronting the Thunderstorm Messenger directly meant real risk of death. Even the notorious Four Generals under the Blood Minister had lost—what chance did they have? All this for a few hundred Spirit Jade? Not worth dying over.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Zhong Ji’s arrival shattered their silent consensus.
    

    

    
      Shu Mountain belonged to the Three Guardians. As the Blood Minister’s younger brother and deputy, Third-Stage Messenger Zhong Ji was also a figure they dared not cross. Had they not seen how he had just twisted off the head of a rampaging General, as easily as killing a chicken?
    

    

    
      Under Zhong Ji’s cold gaze, everyone returned to their tactical positions, sealing off the path and cutting off any escape. But their flickering eyes betrayed their readiness to flee at any moment.
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji had no intention of relying on them anyway. Demon-Path Messengers only excelled when the tide was in their favor—unlike righteous Army Town Messengers, who had camaraderie and family duty. When facing headwinds, Demon-Path Messengers always scattered.
    

    

    
      It was the Four Generals that Zhong Ji truly entrusted with key tasks. With them spearheading the assault, this mob of ruffians could fully unleash their inherent brutality.
    

    

    
      But things rarely go as planned.
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji glanced at the headless corpse by his feet, its half-exposed cervical spine pale and foul.
    

    

    
      He did not regret killing this loyal subordinate. Though blood frenzy could be cured, a lone remaining General was useless. Better to use his death as a warning to the rest. Besides...
    

    

    
      He took a deep breath, the blood-scented mountain wind clearing his head. His Blood-Tempered Demon Claw, thirsting for blood, was already primed.
    

    

    
      Just then, a cute little head peeked out from the cliff: 「You made me spend an extra seventy thousand Spirit Jade to buy the blade-and-sword manual. If you kneel and kowtow now, this Heroine might generously forgive you.」
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji almost laughed out of rage. 「Hand over your Token, and I’ll let you leave the mountain.」
    

    

    
      「I already gave you a chance. You're the one who didn’t cherish it,」 the little girl said lightly. 「But why should this Heroine fight you? I’ll just hide near Eternal Joy City. If your people come down, I’ll kill one for each I see. What can you do about me then?」
    

    

    
      After many battles, and hearing the Demon-Path Messengers repeatedly express fear of the Thunderstorm Messenger, Yan Qing finally realized that the Bunny Heroine’s Second-Stage class had a massive edge in combat.
    

    

    
      As long as she was paired with any Token that increased normal attack damage, the Thunderstorm Messenger could burst with power far beyond Second-Stage limits every thirty seconds. Without outstanding defensive Tokens, the target was almost guaranteed to die.
    

    

    
      And that was even without Yan Qing going down the Bloodstained Asura path. If she had Asura Tokens that ignored defenses, even Third-Stage Messengers could be instantly killed by the Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      In the game, the Thunderstorm Messenger had been unimpressive. Yan Qing had thought little of it at first—its “Thunderstorm Time” only triggered once every thirty seconds. In most fights, that meant it would only activate once, and with four to five demons per wave in Secret Realms, at best it could instantly kill one or two. The cooldown rendered it useless afterward. Efficiency-minded players had no interest in the class.
    

    

    
      In PvP it was even worse: you might kill an enemy during Thunderstorm Time—but then it’s your turn to die.
    

    

    
      But in reality, it was a different story. Being able to reliably one-shot a demon every thirty seconds—or instantly burst down other Messengers—that thirty seconds felt more like a death countdown for the enemy.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t bluffing. He truly planned to change his combat strategy.
    

    

    
      Since he could spot red-name players from afar and had the means to instantly kill them, why bother engaging directly? Storming a city was thrilling, sure—but sneaky assassinations and clearing outposts through ambushes was also a legitimate RPG playstyle.
    

    

    
      「You think Shu Mountain has no tracking specialists?」 Zhong Ji said coldly. 「You think you can escape?」
    

    

    
      Despite his words, his eyes betrayed urgency.
    

    

    
      Had he known she was a Thunderstorm Messenger… No, even if he’d known, it wouldn’t have changed anything. Once he confirmed the Legendary and Marvel-class glows from her Tokens, there was no way he’d let them go.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even mention the Legendary Gauntlets when he called reinforcements—only said there were two outsiders carrying Marvel-class items.
    

    

    
      If he could get those Legendary Gauntlets, his power would rival that of his eldest brother. Shu Mountain’s Three Guardians might become Four—and the surname Zhong would reign.
    

    

    
      But if the girl decided to flee, who here could stop her? Especially with Thunderstorm Messenger’s power—these cowards wouldn’t dare block her. The longer it dragged on, the higher the chance word would spread about the Gauntlets. If another Guardian took notice… this might be his only shot in life. Zhong Ji could not afford to miss it!
    

    

    
      「Don’t worry about those cowards. They’re scared stiff—they won’t move until a winner is clear.」 Zhong Ji sneered. 「Or are you cowards too? Afraid to face me two-on-one?」
    

    

    
      The little girl glanced at the other Demon-Path Messengers, then at Zhong Ji, and snorted: 「Taunts don’t work on me. I’ll wipe you all out from the shadows—then everyone will know who lost face.」
    

    

    
      「But I do believe in revenge from dawn to dusk. Since you’re so eager to die, this Heroine shall oblige. Don’t run.」
    

    

    
      With that odd statement, she withdrew behind the cliff.
    

    

    
      As confusion spread among the group, a sudden shout echoed from the cliff—then a massive boulder large enough to block the path came flying down!
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji narrowly dodged, evading the crashing rock. He was about to taunt her, when he saw the little girl leap down from the cliff, her defensive aura flashing briefly.
    

    

    
      She really jumped?
    

    

    
      The move stunned Zhong Ji and the other Demon-Path Messengers alike. Over ten in number, they formed a clear encirclement—this was tantamount to walking into a trap. Not even Zhong Ji had expected her to be this bold.
    

    

    
      In that moment, not just Zhong Ji—every Demon-Path Messenger braced themselves like butchers at a feast.
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji had always read people well. Just one opening, and Demon-Path Messengers would shift from cowards to bloodthirsty beasts… or perhaps both were their true nature.
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      Unlike the girl’s feather-light descent, Medicine Master Wen landed like a goddess of war. Her full suit of gear weighed dozens of pounds, and her landing stamped deep imprints into the mountain path. Under her coarse cloak gleamed silver armor, her Soul-Severing Spear’s Marvel-class glow unhidden, and her Third-Stage aura blazed like fire.
    

    

    
      While Second-Stage Demon-Path Messengers could sometimes slay Third-Stage foes, there was a world of difference between regular Third-Stage Messengers and Army Town Third-Stagers—only the latter had access to the best Tokens.
    

    

    
      And Medicine Master Wen was clearly Army Town class!
    

    

    
      They might kill her in a group—but with her strength, she could easily take a few of them with her.
    

    

    
      「Good,」 said the little girl, ignoring the uproar behind her. Pointing her Seven-Star Sword at Zhong Ji, she said: 「Now you can’t run.」
    

    

    
      Run?
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji then noticed—the boulder wasn’t just aimed at him, it had blocked the upper path.
    

    

    
      「Don’t worry about ganging up. You’re not worth breaking the rules for. This Heroine will finish you off alone.」 The Bunny Heroine said lazily. 「Got any last words?」
    

    

    
      Not ganging up?
    

    

    
      More like can’t gang up.
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji glanced at Medicine Master Wen, now blocking the rear and facing off with the other Demon-Path Messengers. Of course, he had no intention of following any warrior’s code. If they’d trapped her, he’d gladly bully the weak—but now, with the rear sealed and hesitation in the ranks, even his own men’s jeers couldn’t stir the rest to action.
    

    

    
      Useless—he’d have to handle the little girl himself!
    

    

    
      At the same time, Zhong Ji felt a nameless fury rise. She hadn’t run. She even thought he would run.
    

    

    
      How dare she underestimate him… Just like that arrogant Boreuo!
    

    

    
      Very well. Let their blood dye the banner of House Zhong—soon to command all of Shu Mountain!
    

    

    
      Flash! Zhong Ji charged with incredible speed, dragging shadows behind him, crossing the ground in an instant to reach the little girl. The Hundred-Refined Demon Claw on his fingers crackled like thunder, poised to strike her head, throat, eyes, forehead—every vital point within reach!
    

    

    
      The Demon-Path Messengers widened their eyes. Skipping any warmup, Blood Attendant had launched his signature killing move: Blood-Shadow Kill!
    

    

    
      Many Messengers had died before they even realized it, their final sound being the wind—carried by their own blood spraying through the air.
    

    

    
      ‘When you see Blood Attendant, your life is already in his hands.’
    

    

    
      Such was the saying in Shu Mountain.
    

    

    
      But the little girl was a monster too—she actually dodged the Blood-Shadow Kill head-on, and even countered mid-air!
    

    

    
      Thunderstorm Time!
    

    

    
      Everyone held their breath. Most of the Demon-Path Messengers had never seen a Thunderstorm Messenger in action. Rumor had it she was invincible among equals, hailed as the greatest job of the Demon Path.
    

    

    
      Could she really one-shot a Third-Stage Demon-Path Messenger while still Second-Stage?
    

    

    
      Yet, just before her attack landed, Zhong Ji’s body suddenly froze midair. His barriers shattered in layers, as if time had halted—and then he retreated even faster, escaping her range.
    

    

    
      「You can only use Thunderstorm once every thirty breaths, right?」 Zhong Ji sneered. 「Then that’s how long you’ve got left to breathe. Make the most of it.」
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      The secret technique, Circulation, was a rather peculiar one. It hardly increased lethality, required a massive consumption of vital energy and blood to activate, and even inflicted self-damage. Thus, most Demon-Path Messengers never practiced it—Medicine Master Wen was one of the very rare exceptions.
    

    

    
      Because the presumed enemies of Demon-Path Messengers were demons, and demons didn’t dodge. The feint of Circulation was meaningless to them.
    

    

    
      However, in battles between Messengers, Circulation had unfathomable tactical value.
    

    

    
      A successful tactical deception could become the turning point of the entire battle.
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji originally prepared this trump card for Boreuo. Combining Circulation with his Blood-Shadow Kill would allow him to remain untouched in a thunderstorm. If he could trick Boreuo into misfiring their Thunderstorm Time at a critical moment, the psychological blow might be enough to collapse the morale of Boreuo’s followers.
    

    

    
      Unless everyone died, Boreuo would eventually learn the truth, and this surprise attack would lose its value. But for the sake of the Legendary Gauntlets, such a sacrifice was completely acceptable.
    

    

    
      This was the trump card meant for dealing with the Grand Dharma Protector Boreuo. Let your death validate my ultimate technique—you should die without regret!
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji held back nothing. His vital energy and blood surged like boiling water, and the Hundred-Refined Demon Claw was wrapped in dark light—it had clearly activated its power! He let out a savage howl like a starving wolf, his hands becoming blurs as he lunged at the Bunny Heroine!
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine dodged left and right, each time narrowly evading his assaults. Within ten seconds, Zhong Ji showed not the slightest worry—on the contrary, a mocking smile spread across his face.
    

    

    
      His Third-Stage profession was the rare Blood-Claw Messenger, with two simple yet vicious traits:
    

    

    
      The more he attacked, the faster he got.
    

    

    
      The faster he attacked, the greater his attack resistance.
    

    

    
      After fifty consecutive strikes, his attack speed would reach its peak, and even Third-Stage Demon Lords couldn’t interrupt his offense. With the slow and delay effect of the Hundred-Refined Demon Claw, he had once vivisected a fellow Third-Stage Messenger alive—the man couldn’t even run. Within the time it took to drink a cup of tea, only bare white bones remained!
    

    

    
      And now, he was near peak attack speed. No matter what his opponent did, she couldn’t interrupt him. As long as she got hit once, a storm of blows would follow—and she could only be battered to pieces like a pitiful doll!
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      With a sharp metallic clang, Zhong Ji’s attack abruptly halted. He saw his right hand deflected and a jolt of countershock pain ignited his killing intent even further.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t stop!
    

    

    
      He clawed at the little girl's throat with his left hand, but she simply smiled and batted it away with her sword once more.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      “Uncle, I’ve already seen through you,” she said with a bored look. “If that’s all you’ve got, then go ahead and die.”
    

    

    
      Seen through me?
    

    

    
      I’m a Third-Stage Messenger, one of the top five chairs of Shu Mountain, Blood Attendant Zhong Ji!
    

    

    
      And you—a snot-nosed brat whose brain hasn’t even fully formed—dare say you’ve seen through me!?
    

    

    
      The blood-red glow on the little girl’s body consumed Zhong Ji’s vision. Hostile, malicious, murderous—it stung his eyes, nauseated him.
    

    

    
      Earlier, he had howled to summon strength—but now, Zhong Ji truly roared like a beast, his mind filled with one thought: tear this enemy apart!
    

    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!
    

    

    
      It was like iron being hammered by his ears—clang after clang driving him mad. The only way to vent was to attack harder and faster. He refused to believe she could block forever. Just one hit—just one—
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a crisp, tragic crack echoed from his hands. Zhong Ji snapped out of his blood rage.
    

    

    
      He watched as his long-time companion, the Hundred-Refined Demon Claw, shattered into fragments. It felt like his heart broke along with it. The dark light vanished, revealing the cold gleam of steel, and with it, his rage dissipated—reason returned.
    

    

    
      The Hundred-Refined Demon Claw—was broken.
    

    

    
      His Demon-Path Token—was broken!
    

    

    
      A longsword gleaming with blue starlight pierced toward his throat. Zhong Ji instinctively dodged and retaliated with a claw—but without the Demon Claw, his barehanded strike couldn’t breach a token’s defense.
    

    

    
      Yet the little girl still leapt aside to dodge.
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji instantly realized he’d made a mistake… maybe everything had been a mistake from the start… and that mistake might now cost him his life.
    

    

    
      Thunderstorm Time!
    

    

    
      The moment the little girl triggered Thunderstorm Time through her dodge, Zhong Ji immediately activated Blood-Shadow Kill to retreat. But before he could take a single step, his back hit solid rock. Not just behind—he realized he was surrounded by cliffs on all sides… The only way out was forward—straight into the rain of sword flashes.
    

    

    
      While he had lost control in his blood rage, she had cornered him step by step into this narrow spot. He had no choice but to face her prepared killing blow!
    

    

    
      Never had the starlight shone so clearly. Never had the swordlight gleamed so brilliantly. In an instant, Zhong Ji realized he had already been stabbed over ten times—but his protective token hadn’t reacted at all. A veteran of many battles, he instantly guessed the truth—it was a delayed-trigger token!
    

    

    
      Before the girl could continue, he stomped off the cliff with his left foot, then kicked off a stone with his right. In just three steps, he forcibly leapt onto the stone!
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine gaped below, watching Zhong Ji escape.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t jump like that. The game didn’t even offer that kind of action!
    

    

    
      At that moment, she felt someone grab her collar from behind. Turning around, she saw Medicine Master Wen—lifting her like a kitten and hurling her over the rock like a cannonball.
    

    

    
      Even Medicine Master Wen herself found it odd. She’d thrown many things—but this was her first time tossing a little girl.
    

    

    
      She intended to follow immediately—but the sound of scattered footsteps echoed behind her. Turning around, she saw Demon-Path Messengers closing in with ill intent.
    

    

    
      You think you can take me just because the Bunny Heroine is gone?
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen laughed in both anger and amusement. This was her first time being underestimated since becoming a Third-Stage Messenger.
    

    

    
      “So be it.” Spinning her Soul-Severing Spear, she marched toward the Demon-Path Messengers. Her march became a charge. “I need a few heads anyway… Otherwise, how could I face my little sister?”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Run!
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji staggered toward the stronghold, bleeding from every orifice, eyes wild, arms limp, blood dripping from his sleeves like swaying willows.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, his defensive token was the Heartguard Mirror of the Great Liang, barely withstanding the Bunny Heroine’s Starlight Storm. But then that monster girl followed too—forcing him to activate Blood-Shadow Kill once again to flee.
    

    

    
      Then, Zhong Ji discovered something terrifying—he was completely drained. Both vital energy and spirit were empty.
    

    

    
      Blood-Shadow Kill was an extremely costly move—requiring a secret technique, a rare pair of acceleration boots, and a rare jade pendant for perception. Only with all three could he dart through obstacles and assassinate with precision.
    

    

    
      He had known this weakness—but he always killed or escaped before it mattered. No one had ever cornered him like this.
    

    

    
      Worse still, once he fled, he realized both arms were fractured from countershock. Even the jostling from running caused searing pain—he couldn’t even draw out a Spirit Jade, much less replenish the Heartguard Mirror.
    

    

    
      “My elder brother is Blood Minister Zhong Shu! You can’t kill me!” he yelled while fleeing. “If you kill me, my brother will hunt you to the ends of the earth—anyone related to you will die!”
    

    

    
      “Then I must eliminate you. If you live, you’ll only urge him to avenge you,” the Bunny Heroine replied casually while slashing. “One Third-Stage Messenger is better than dealing with two, don’t you think?”
    

    

    
      “No! I won’t seek revenge! I know I was wrong—I’ll never dare again! From now on, I’ll avoid you like the plague! I’ll even speak well of you to my brother—the Blood Minister’s men will be your allies!”
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji didn’t even dodge anymore—he just threw everything into running. He meant every word—he truly feared her now… But revenge would surely come later. Wolves turn cruel again after healing. Beasts are always beasts.
    

    

    
      Almost there—the stronghold’s gate came into view. One more layer of his Heartguard Mirror shattered… but he was still alive.
    

    

    
      Because he heard the most familiar voice of all!
    

    

    
      “Third Brother!”
    

    

    
      A thunderous roar exploded from within the stronghold. A figure in crimson and violet robes burst forth like a ghost, launching a vile blood arrow across the courtyard: “Whoever harmed my Third Brother—die!”
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhong Ji’s hairs stood on end—as if the arrow was aimed at him. He almost wished it were! He used all his strength to intercept it—but his arms were too damaged, and he could only watch it fly past him.
    

    

    
      Following its path—was the little girl’s smiling face. Her lips curved in mocking amusement—as if laughing at a foolish adult.
    

    

    
      Thunderstorm Time, activated.
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji could no longer count the swords. He staggered into the stronghold as she shouted behind him:
    

    

    
      “I’ll give you ten seconds for your last words. Don’t thank me—it’s just how kind I am!”
    

    

    
      “Third Brother!” The Blood Minister rushed over and caught him, his face dark as a wrathful Buddha upon seeing the ruined arms. “Don’t be afraid. Your big brother is here—I swear I’ll—”
    

    

    
      “Big Brother, Big Brother!” Zhong Ji wept, sobbing out his final plea: “Don’t… don’t let Fu’er become like us. Let Fu’er go to the garrison… just be… just be an ordinary—”
    

    

    
      CRACK!
    

    

    
      Over twenty sword strikes exploded simultaneously. The Heartguard Mirror shattered, and Zhong Ji was torn into a ragged blood pouch. His blood flowed into a dark red pool. In life, he had been vile and selfish—in death, selfless and kind.
    

    

    
      Blood Attendant Zhong Ji, dead.
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister cradled his mangled brother. After a moment, he gently laid him down—as if afraid to disturb his rest.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine said nothing the entire time—only watched in silence. When the Blood Minister finally looked at her, she asked, “Fu’er—is that his son?”
    

    

    
      “He’s my son.”
    

    

    
      “You two were pretty close then.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah,” the Blood Minister replied.
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      As the saying went, there were only wrong names, never wrong nicknames. The Blood Minister, Zhong Shu, was nothing like the other red-named Messengers who radiated aggression. He wore an elegant robe of vermilion and purple, a jade belt with a seal at his waist, and a black gauze jinxian hat on his head with a brush slanted through its clasp, the tassel hanging past his jaw. Standing eight feet tall with delicate features, even Shang Xuanwen paled slightly in comparison—anyone would have mistaken him for a high-ranking official fresh from the Ministry of Appointments.
    

    

    
      But this was not the Ministry of Appointments, and he was no state minister.
    

    

    
      He was merely a Grand Protector of Shu Mountain, a king in the Demon-Infested Zone, an undisputed red-named butcher. No one willingly accepted his rule; they only feared his cruelty... Though perhaps, that too was a form of control.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing flexed his fingers slightly, tension and excitement gently simmering within.
    

    

    
      He didn’t think Zhong Ji was lying. Though both he and the Blood Minister were Third-Stage Messengers, vast disparities in strength existed even within the same stage.
    

    

    
      Just like how the Bunny Heroine, though a Second-Stage Messenger, had slain the military garrison’s Third-Stage Helan Que and the demon-path Third-Stage Zhong Ji. Jiang Ten had even annihilated the Mansu Woodland, and the Rat Monk could fight a Second-Stage Demon Lord alone. As for Yan Qing himself, also a Second-Stage, could he really be compared to the Bunny Heroine, Jiang Ten, or the Rat Monk? The gap between Third-Stages was even greater, with tokens, secret arts, and class traits all capable of tipping the scale.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing still held a card yet to be played—Bingzi Pepper Forest and eight White Iron Straight Blades had already been transferred to the Bunny Heroine’s storage. If needed, he could throw out all eight blades and experience the full power of Bingzi Pepper Forest.
    

    

    
      Or rather, he was hoping the Blood Minister would force him to play that card.
    

    

    
      In the past, the biggest issue with activating Overturn-Heaven through Bingzi Pepper Forest was its cost—eight weapon tokens and eight Spirit Jades for enfeoffment. Yan Qing had held back during Mansu Woodland because of this, not allowing Jiang Ten to unleash its full potential.
    

    

    
      But now things were different—Yan Qing had money!
    

    

    
      Now, holding a hammer, everyone looked like a nail to him!
    

    

    
      Helan Que didn’t force out Bingzi Pepper Forest. Zhong Ji didn’t force it out either. Yan Qing hoped the Blood Minister would be a worthy opponent.
    

    

    
      He stared fixedly at the Blood Minister on screen, not missing a single movement—yet in the blink of an eye, the Blood Minister had vanished, leaving only a faint blur of a blood-colored shadow!
    

    

    
      So fast!
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine instantly leapt left to dodge. A longsword shrouded in dark red-black mist thrust from behind, brushing past her. Had Yan Qing chosen to backstep instead, he might’ve been run through and instantly slain!
    

    

    
      Zhong Ji’s Blood-Shadow Kill was already unimaginably fast, but the Blood Minister surpassed him—even face-to-face, it was nearly impossible to track his movements. This style had once reigned in the Asura Battleground: no flashy tricks, just pure, high-speed instant kills. If you couldn’t react in time, you died—a god-tier weapon for fish-slaughtering.
    

    

    
      But this style demanded much from players—only those under twenty had the reflexes to keep up. Older players? They’d just be delivery meals crashing into the enemy line.
    

    

    
      Yet players only controlled characters. The real person had to move themselves. How did the Blood Minister dash behind the Bunny Heroine and strike—with a direction change—in under 0.3 seconds!?
    

    

    
      Clang! The Bunny Heroine countered with a spin, and the Blood Minister parried. Their blades tangled mid-air, then the Blood Minister twisted sharply, flinging the Seven-Star Sword high—but his sword also flew into the sky!
    

    

    
      Abandoning his weapon? No—!
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister, now unarmed, lunged like a clawed beast. His fingers were fitted with black-glowing talons—another demon-path token!
    

    

    
      He wielded both a longsword and claws—two demon-path tokens!
    

    

    
      His attack speed wasn’t as fast as Zhong Ji’s, but it was more eerie and unpredictable, leaving Yan Qing scrambling. Then he suddenly clamped onto the Seven-Star Sword mid-air—his left hand gripped it like iron pincers!
    

    

    
      Like a perfectly-timed rendezvous, the blood-red longsword landed right into his free right hand. At this moment, the Bunny Heroine faced two choices: abandon her blade or take the demon-path slash. One delayed the fight, the other accepted death.
    

    

    
      Even Yan Qing, the enemy, couldn’t help admiring the Blood Minister’s brilliance. Claws and longsword were incompatible styles, yet he’d blended them into a unique and elusive combat technique. Most opponents would be overwhelmed upon first encounter—and in the demon path, losers didn’t get second chances.
    

    

    
      As expected of one of Shu Mountain’s Three Grand Protectors. Then let’s see you take on——
    

    

    
      ROAR!
    

    

    
      A tiger’s roar rang out, followed by a spear like a dragon! From the mountain path came the growl of a feral beast—a golden Soul-Severing Spear surged forth, entwined with a tiger’s phantom, its force divine!
    

    

    
      Even the Blood Minister had to retreat.
    

    

    
      With a rushing sonic boom, he was blasted back into the stronghold. He glared coldly at the two young women outside the gate, lips curling into a sinister smile:「Good, good, good. No wonder you dare act wild on Shu Mountain. Truly, only ferocious dragons cross the river. It’s been a while since Shu Mountain welcomed such burning new blood.」
    

    

    
      「But you shouldn’t have killed my third brother,」his claws scraped a harsh screech down his sword:「I’ll flay you alive for seven days and nights to mourn his soul!」
    

    

    
      「Betting one Spirit Jade, I say you can’t,」said Medicine Master Wen, bathed in blood.
    

    

    
      「Betting one Bitter Melon, I say you can’t either,」the Bunny Heroine chimed in.
    

    

    
      A murderous glint flashed in the Blood Minister’s eyes. His red-name status seemed to blaze. Words were too plain now—the seething bloodlust drowned the space. Even with Shu Mountain’s sunshine, Yan Qing felt a chill climbing his spine from across the screen.
    

    

    
      The battle reignited in silence. The Blood Minister vanished again—still impossibly fast. The Bunny Heroine and Medicine Master Wen were ready to dodge... but the Blood Minister was intercepted midway, like a speeding carriage crashing into a stone wall.
    

    

    
      Three figures appeared in the clearing. The Blood Minister was in the middle—his thrust blocked by a long-haired man ahead, while a bald monk gripped his shoulder from behind. Two people here could match his speed—their identities were obvious.
    

    

    
      「I heard there was news of the Thunderstorm Messenger, so I rushed over,」said the scarred, bald monk wielding a monk’s staff. He glanced toward the young ladies outside:「Looks like it’s that young laywoman in front?」
    

    

    
      「Boreuo. Beiyou,」the Blood Minister said coldly:「Stay out of this, and I’ll repay you.」
    

    

    
      「I’d rather not meddle either,」sighed the long-haired man, scratching paint-streaked hair,「But the Thunderstorm Messenger is vital. Shu Mountain finally gets one—we won’t let you rampage.」
    

    

    
      「And what could you repay us with?」Boreuo laughed:「Your brother is dead, your Four Generals are dead, and no one is left to manage Eternal Joy City’s business. It’s all ours now. Don’t think of giving us what was already ours as a favor.」
    

    

    
      「I’ve no one to manage business, but plenty to ruin others’.」The Blood Minister’s tone turned venomous.「If you won’t let me avenge——」
    

    

    
      「Then go die now,」Beiyou cut in.「No brother, no Four Generals—we’re enough to take you down. At worst, we get hurt. You can run too, sure, no one can catch you, but then Shu Mountain has no seat for you.」
    

    

    
      「You——」the Blood Minister’s eyes burned red.「You’d go to war with me over one Thunderstorm Messenger!?」
    

    

    
      「Blood Minister, think big,」Boreuo frowned.「We didn’t come to Shu Mountain to play local tyrants. Given the situation, go tend to your brother’s corpse.」
    

    

    
      「Screw you, if it were your——」
    

    

    
      「Zhong Shu,」Beiyou’s voice chilled:「Do you think this is a request?」
    

    

    
      He gripped the Blood Minister’s blood-red sword. Blood spilled from his palm, but he didn’t flinch, staring into the Blood Minister’s eyes. Though wounded, it was the latter whose face turned uglier.
    

    

    
      「These are Shu Mountain’s Three Grand Protectors,」Medicine Master Wen whispered gravely to the Bunny Heroine:「Beiyou, Boreuo, Blood Minister.」
    

    

    
      She had once looked down on demon-path Messengers, thinking only those who battled demon lords in secret realms were real warriors. Banditry seemed cowardly by comparison.
    

    

    
      But Zhong Ji and the Blood Minister shattered that view. Living in fear had sharpened the demon-path Messengers’ instincts—they weren’t weaker than military garrison Messengers. If the latter were a trained wolfpack, the former were lone savage panthers—both deadly in their own right.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen knew she could handle Zhong Ji at best. Against the Three Grand Protectors, she could only try not to drag down the Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The standoff ended. The Blood Minister sheathed his sword, leaving a streak of blood from Beiyou’s grip, who nonchalantly resumed his relaxed stance.
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister looked to Boreuo:「Let go.」
    

    

    
      Boreuo withdrew his hand. The Blood Minister strode past Beiyou to stand five steps from Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine—close enough to take their heads in one lunge.
    

    

    
      But he didn’t move. Not out of fear—just lack of certainty he could kill them instantly. If he could, he’d strike. Boreuo and Beiyou’s dissatisfaction wouldn’t matter—they wouldn’t bicker over corpses.
    

    

    
      Only the living held value. No one paid prices for the dead.
    

    

    
      Even he.
    

    

    
      His brother was dead. He had tried to kill them. Now, he had to weigh his own interests. But he couldn’t let them go unpunished. He wanted them tormented day and night, wishing for death.
    

    

    
      「You’re lucky, but luck won’t last forever,」the Blood Minister said coldly:「Stay alert always—sleeping, resting, eating. Or else… no one stands up for the dead.」
    

    

    
      Seeing Medicine Master Wen’s face pale, he sneered inwardly. With his ghost-like speed, one moment of slack was fatal.
    

    

    
      She understood his threat was meant to instill fear—but as long as they stayed near him in the stronghold, that threat remained.
    

    

    
      As for leaving... the Three Grand Protectors’ loud exchange had made it clear. She might leave, but her sister was now crucial to their plans. If she left, all three protectors would become enemies.
    

    

    
      They had spoken so loudly to make that clear.
    

    

    
      But...
    

    

    
      She smirked inwardly. Her sister had a Return Token—she could go back to the Thieves’ House. They had been undefeatable from the start. His threats were meaningless. Her frightened expression was a facade.
    

    

    
      At least they’d avoided fighting the Blood Minister. That was a relief. Now they just needed to escape Shu Mountain safely——
    

    

    
      「Hold up, Blood Minister,」the Bunny Heroine sheathed her sword, hands in pockets:「Your brother tried to kill me. Where’s my compensation?」
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      Though only Beiyou, Boreuo, and the Blood Minister were speaking, a crowd of Demon-Path Messengers had already gathered around the clearing. Yet when the three Great Protectors spoke, even their breathing became cautious, afraid of attracting any unwanted attention. These ruffians who feared nothing outside had learned their first lesson upon arriving at Shu Mountain: to humble themselves before overwhelming force.
    

    

    
      But no matter how careful they were, when they heard the Bunny Heroine actually demanding compensation from the Blood Minister, someone still couldn’t help but speak.
    

    

    
      “She’s asking for death!” someone whispered. “The Blood Attendant’s body isn’t even cold yet, and she dares ask for compensation?”
    

    

    
      “Lord Blood Minister will surely kill her.”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you hear that Lord Beiyou and Lord Boreuo are trying to protect her? No matter how powerful the Blood Minister is, would he dare offend two Great Protectors?”
    

    

    
      “The Thunderstorm Messenger sure is precious. If only I could be…”
    

    

    
      “Then you’d be dead. Shu Mountain has produced several Thunderstorm Messengers, but only Lord Boreuo has ever mastered that power.”
    

    

    
      “Why would the Blood Minister compensate her? That little girl is insane. Does she really think he won’t strike?”
    

    

    
      “Wait… the two Great Protectors only said they’d protect the Thunderstorm Messenger—not that Third-Stage beside her…”
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister glanced at the Bunny Heroine, then turned to Medicine Master Wen, sneering, “Seems like you all need a lesson before you understand your place. Boreuo, Beiyou, as long as I don’t touch the Thunderstorm Messenger, it’s fine, right?”
    

    

    
      Neither Beiyou nor Boreuo responded. They merely glanced at the Bunny Heroine—silence was their answer.
    

    

    
      “If I’m not mistaken, you lot came to me with a request.” The Bunny Heroine drawled, “Whatever you want my help with, if I’m unwilling, what can you possibly do?”
    

    

    
      “You will agree.” Beiyou said calmly. There was no threat in his tone, but with his identity alone, those words evoked every sin imaginable.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine: “Let me ask you a question. You do keep up with outside news, don’t you? Surely you’re not so shut in that major events happen without you knowing?”
    

    

    
      “Chang’an City has trade caravans from three kingdoms passing through. We receive news faster than even the emperor,” said Beiyou.
    

    

    
      “Then you must know what happened recently in the Mansu Woodland?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. A mysterious young woman named Jiang Ten uncovered the secrets of the woodland, likely obtained a Legendary Long Blade from within, killed two Third-Stage Messengers, and escaped a full-powered assault from a Foundation Messenger.” Boreuo looked at them with a knowing gaze, beginning to realize something. “The tool Jiang Ten used to escape, was it—?”
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine flipped her right hand, and a token appeared out of thin air, engraved with the word “Return.”
    

    

    
      “Return Token,” she said leisurely. “I was about to leave, really. I’d killed who I needed to, had my fun… but then I heard you had a request. So out of great compassion, I stayed to hear it.”
    

    

    
      A sharp intake of breath echoed from the mountaintop. Not just the other Demon-Path Messengers—even the three Great Protectors couldn’t hide their greed as they looked at the token.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen could well understand their feelings. Who wouldn’t want a life-saving treasure like the Return Token? It meant a guaranteed life in a crisis.
    

    

    
      No one doubted its authenticity. Even the Blood Minister fell silent.
    

    

    
      Because this explained what no one could fathom before: how these two girls dared storm the mountain, killing the Blood Minister’s brother in front of him without a shred of hesitation.
    

    

    
      But with a Return Token, everything made sense. They could leave anytime, so there was no need to fear consequences or threats!
    

    

    
      Storming Shu Mountain was nothing more than entertainment, a challenge. Even in failure, they had nothing to fear. That was the power the Return Token gave them!
    

    

    
      More importantly, Boreuo and Beiyou dared not gamble on the token being fake—nor did they dare offend them recklessly. If it were real, they’d lose a Thunderstorm Messenger as powerful as Boreuo himself.
    

    

    
      Trying to threaten the Bunny Heroine through Medicine Master Wen was laughable. If the little one had a Return Token, could the elder not have one too?
    

    

    
      “Ladies,” Beiyou’s tone turned gentle, “to be honest, we do have a certain opportunity that requires your assistance.”
    

    

    
      “Then show me your sincerity first.” The Bunny Heroine tapped the Return Token against her palm. “The Blood Minister’s brother gathered a mob to rob me. If I hadn’t bravely intervened to stop Zhong Ji from surviving, imagine what damage that would’ve done to Shu Mountain’s reputation.”
    

    

    
      “The young master speaks reason,” Boreuo agreed politely. “May I ask, what sort of compensation does the young master desire? Spirit Jade?”
    

    

    
      “Do I look like someone who needs Spirit Jade? Tokens, Secret Technique Books, Manuals—I’ll take those. Bring a list. If the compensation doesn’t satisfy me, I’m leaving.” The Bunny Heroine added, “And the Blood Minister attacked me just now. I was so frightened I almost left. That deserves compensation too, right?”
    

    

    
      “Fine, everything can be compensated.” Boreuo turned to the Blood Minister. “This was your mess. Take responsibility.”
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister’s hands trembled with rage. “It’s already a favor to you that I didn’t strike them down. Now I must compensate? My third brother—”
    

    

    
      “We know your brother died,” Beiyou said coldly. “That’s why we’re not pursuing it further. Plotting robbery in Chang’an, attacking in the wild—what was your brother, some lawless wild lantern? He was a Protector under your command and still broke the rules deliberately. We merely let it slide, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t deserve death!”
    

    

    
      “Exactly! He deserved it!” The Bunny Heroine nodded fervently. “But if the Blood Minister still insists on attacking us…”
    

    

    
      “Impossible!” Beiyou cut in immediately.
    

    

    
      “No need to panic, I never said he can’t avenge his brother.” The Bunny Heroine placed her hands on her hips. “But surely he can’t just come and go as he pleases, right? If no apology, at least he should swear an oath? When I cause trouble, I still promise not to repeat it.”
    

    

    
      Beiyou and Boreuo immediately looked at the Blood Minister, whose face flushed from pale to livid. After a brief silence, he said through gritted teeth, “I swear—”
    

    

    
      “Swear on your brother’s corpse,” Medicine Master Wen suddenly said. “The more important the vow, the harder future Foundation Building becomes if broken.”
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister abruptly calmed down. He looked deeply at the two girls, then pointed at Zhong Ji’s corpse and said, “I swear on my third brother’s honor that during the period you assist us, I shall not lay a hand on you. If I break this vow, may I die without burial!” With that, he turned and left, carrying Zhong Ji’s corpse.
    

    

    
      “Hey! You still owe us a Spirit Jade and a Bitter Melon!” the Bunny Heroine shouted after him.
    

    

    
      Soon after, Boreuo and Beiyou sent over two Tokens and 50,001 Spirit Jade. Yan Qing was surprised to find that though the Tokens were merely of Rare grade, they significantly boosted attack speed—perfectly suited for the Thunderstorm Messenger.
    

    

    
      A thought crossed his mind—these two items were likely prepared specifically for a Thunderstorm Messenger. If not for his intentional threat, the three Great Protectors wouldn’t have handed them over so readily, let alone the extra Spirit Jade.
    

    

    
      This was why Yan Qing had deliberately exposed the Return Token. Some trump cards were best kept secret for a surprise advantage; others, like the Return Token, were most effective when known.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine’s main goal had been to show off the Return Token—but it had been immensely satisfying. Slaughtering her way through Shu Mountain, killing the Blood Attendant, intimidating the Blood Minister, cowing the Great Protectors… just thinking about how awesome her alternate character was made Yan Qing puff out his chest with pride.
    

    

    
      Even entering the mountain stronghold now, Yan Qing was certain they wouldn’t dare act recklessly. But there was no need to risk others, so the Bunny Heroine said to Medicine Master Wen, “Make a trip back to Chang’an City.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen understood instantly—she was to go back and settle Wu Qiu and Shi Dong before returning. In truth, Yan Qing hoped she wouldn’t return, but he knew she had her own strong will and wouldn’t be persuaded.
    

    

    
      Just then, Boreuo suddenly said, “You want to bring the two ladies from the foot of the mountain up, right? No need. This monk has already sent someone to fetch them. Look—they’re almost here.”
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine and Medicine Master Wen turned to see Wu Qiu and Shi Dong appear along the mountain path, surrounded by a group of Demon-Path Messengers. As the four reunited, Medicine Master Wen stepped forward, checking them over. “Are you both alright?”
    

    

    
      Wu Qiu shook her head. “They said, since Miss has taken a seat of power up the mountain, they’re escorting us up. They brought us straight from the room—we couldn’t even try to escape… Miss, did you really take a seat?”
    

    

    
      “Of course!” Boreuo suddenly declared. “From this moment on, you are Shu Mountain’s Fourth Seat, the Fourth Great Protector! You will jointly preside over the Secret Realm with us and share its profits!”
    

    

    
      “You may recruit followers or simply reap the benefits. Chang’an City will automatically send you ten percent dividends,” Beiyou added. “As a Third-Stage, you fully qualify to become the Fourth Great Protector. What do you say?”
    

    

    
      A commotion broke out among the Demon-Path Messengers, but none dared question it before two Great Protectors. All gazes turned toward Medicine Master Wen—jealous, envious, admiring. Some were already planning to pledge themselves to the new Great Protector; doing so now was like offering help in a snowstorm—sure to earn favor.
    

    

    
      Bringing Wu Qiu and Shi Dong up by force was pressure; granting the title of Fourth Great Protector was grace.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing watched in amazement, not expecting them to change tactics so quickly. They had even realized that Medicine Master Wen was the key. The Bunny Heroine was too young, too strange. In contrast, Medicine Master Wen was far easier to win over.
    

    

    
      When the Blood Minister had tried to target her earlier, the Bunny Heroine immediately used the Return Token to threaten them—clearly showing her importance. Beiyou and Boreuo were not indecisive men. Once they made up their minds to recruit, they went all-in.
    

    

    
      After all, the cost came out of the Blood Minister’s share.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen exchanged a glance with the Bunny Heroine, who gave her a slight nod. She took a deep breath. She knew the mountain stronghold was full of danger, but she had come for Si Wuxie’s legacy. Taking the title of Great Protector would be a huge help in her mission.
    

    

    
      “How should I address you both?” Beiyou asked.
    

    

    
      “Heroine.” The Bunny Heroine declared her name proudly, “Bunny Heroine!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen instinctively wanted to say her real name. She had always been proud of her family name. But now, she wasn’t inheriting the title of Duke of Jin—she was becoming Shu Mountain’s Great Protector.
    

    

    
      “Wolf,” she said slowly. “Wolf Demoness.”
    

    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    

    
      Watching Medicine Master Wen and the others follow Beiyou and Boreuo into the stronghold, the Demon-Path Messengers felt like they were in a dream. No one had ever joined Shu Mountain and immediately become a Great Protector. No one had ever been personally guided in by two existing Protectors.
    

    

    
      Shu Mountain… had welcomed its Fourth Great Protector—Wolf Demoness!
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      The pleasant conversation at the dining table came to an abrupt end. The Thieves’ House returned to silence. Both of them lowered their heads and quietly ate their Dragon Sturgeon. The fish was clearly so tender and sweet that it curled the tongue and melted in the mouth, yet to Yan Qing, it tasted like wax—he just wanted this lunch to end quickly.
    

    

    
      He had genuinely wanted to share his experience with Shang Xinlei, which was why he’d spoken so proudly about the Bunny Heroine. Soloing the Demon-Infested Zone after his second job change, killing his way up the mountain, and even elevating Medicine Master Wen to become the Fourth Guardian—these were, to him, achievements worth boasting about. Things he could brag about on the game forum.
    

    

    
      But he also understood why Shang Xinlei was angry. She had met Jiang Ten and the Rat Monk. She thought they were good people—very good people. Naturally, she would sympathize with the Bunny Heroine a thousand miles away… and in turn, develop disgust toward someone like him.
    

    

    
      Bad people wouldn’t like other bad people, and good people definitely wouldn’t like bad ones—especially a bad guy who showed no mercy to his subordinates… One who could discard even his most important teammates like worn shoes—how could someone like that truly cherish anyone? If Yan Qing were her, he would have thought the same.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had no intention of explaining. This was his deepest secret—his foundation in this world—far more important than friendship with a fellow teammate in the Thieves’ House. He wouldn’t change his way of playing, nor his attitude toward his alternate characters.
    

    

    
      Just as a nation is built to serve the Foundation Messenger, alternate characters exist only to pave the way to the heavens for the main one.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was for the best—to sever this inexplicable bond now, rather than have her come denounce him in the future when Jiang Ten or the Rat Monk died. Maybe only someone who didn’t care about his ruthless style would want to associate with him. But then the problem arose—if such a person really existed, someone indifferent to how he held life and death over his alts, then Yan Qing wouldn’t want to associate with someone that heartless either.
    

    

    
      It was a deadlock, with no solution.
    

    

    
      “I won’t be coming tomorrow,” Shang Xinlei suddenly said.
    

    

    
      “Oh.” Yan Qing wasn’t surprised and responded calmly.
    

    

    
      Soon, all that was left of the Dragon Sturgeon were clean fish bones. While helping to clean up the plates, Yan Qing called out to Shang Xinlei, who was about to leave. “Wait a sec.”
    

    

    
      He returned to his room, picked up his Naise Game Console, and checked his inventory. Though the Demon-Path Messenger didn’t drop many good tokens, there were exceptions. Earlier that morning, while looting corpses, Yan Qing had found one token that was perfect for Shang Xinlei.
    

    

    
      When he came back out, he handed her a bell bracelet. “Killing-Sound Bell. A Rare Second-Stage Token. It has only one ability—every attack generates a sonic shock that enhances weapon damage. The longer the interval between attacks, the stronger the effect.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei didn’t take it. “Why are you giving this to me?”
    

    

    
      “Black Wolf has the Tiger Armguards. White Fox and I prioritize attack speed. You’re the only one with an open bracelet slot.” Yan Qing glanced at her hands—her left hand still wore the Grass Wristband he had given her before. In-game, one could only equip a single wrist accessory. That was one of the rare things reality had over the game.
    

    

    
      “You have a Treasure-Hunting Token. You could’ve sold this on the market.” Shang Xinlei suddenly recalled something. “I saw you list a bunch of random junk today. Don’t tell me all that came from looting the Demon-Path Messenger?”
    

    

    
      “Consider it payment for the meals these past few days.”
    

    

    
      “A few meals aren’t worth a Rare Second-Stage bracelet,” Shang Xinlei shook her head and blurted out, “You don’t think that just because I accepted something from you, I’ll become your obedient servant, do you?”
    

    

    
      As soon as the words left her mouth, even Shang Xinlei froze. Yan Qing abruptly went quiet, grabbed her hand, and shoved the Killing-Sound Bell into it. “Whether you throw it away or sell it, it’s your choice. Either way, I don’t owe you anymore—”
    

    

    
      “Wait!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei grabbed Yan Qing’s hand in return. The Killing-Sound Bell swayed between their palms, letting out a sweet chime. She locked eyes with him, her gaze fierce, but her tone softened. “Everything I said in the Inner Treasury was true. I really do think you’re a trustworthy teammate… Even now, I still believe that.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t you think I was wrong?”
    

    

    
      “Of course I do! How could you send such a cute girl into the Demon-Infested Zone? You’re a heartless bastard!”
    

    

    
      “Then—”
    

    

    
      “But I still want to believe in you.” Her lips pressed tight, fingers clenched tightly around Yan Qing’s hand, her inner struggle plain as day. “A bastard wouldn’t have lent Bingzi Pepper Forest to Jiang Ten. A bastard wouldn’t have asked the Rat Monk to protect Shang Xuanwen. And a bastard certainly wouldn’t have revealed his Treasure-Hunting Token just to save me… I’m willing to believe you have secrets you can’t speak of, which is why you seem so despicable, shameless, and vile.”
    

    

    
      “That last part is pure slander without basis…” Yan Qing paused. “You’re free to think whatever you want, but I’ll say this: when I think someone deserves to die, then they have to die.”
    

    

    
      “You’re actually kind of weird,” Shang Xinlei said, half angry, half amused. “Normal people don’t always go out of their way to show the worst, darkest sides of themselves… It’s like you don’t want people to trust you.”
    

    

    
      “Because that’s who I really am,” Yan Qing replied flatly. “I don’t like lying.”
    

    

    
      He had thought Shang Xinlei would back off after such a blunt confession, but strangely, she only seemed more resolute. She quietly apologized, “What I said earlier was out of line. I’m sorry.”
    

    

    
      “It’s only natural for you to think that way. No need to apologize—I wasn’t angry.”
    

    

    
      “Ha, which means you were angry. Who gets mad over such little things?” Shang Xinlei fished a milk candy from her pocket. “Here. Accept my apology.”
    

    

    
      “I accept it. I just won’t eat it.”
    

    

    
      “Eat it!”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei stuffed the candy into Yan Qing’s mouth. He tried to dodge and shut his mouth tight, but she still had a firm grip on his hand—he couldn’t escape. In the end, her strength won out, and the candy was forcefully shoved into his mouth.
    

    

    
      “You’ve eaten my candy, so you’re not allowed to stay mad.”
    

    

    
      “I wasn’t mad, but now you’ve made me angry.”
    

    

    
      After the scuffle, their hair and clothes were a mess—they looked like they’d been in a fight. They glanced at each other, and no one knew who laughed first, but both wore helpless smiles. The tense atmosphere in the Thieves’ House finally eased.
    

    

    
      “Anyone who’s willing to admit their darkest thoughts can’t truly be a bad person,” Shang Xinlei said.
    

    

    
      “Why do you think that?” Yan Qing was puzzled.
    

    

    
      “Because I’m like that too.” She smiled. “I hope that if someone likes my beautiful exterior, they can also accept the twisted, dirty roots buried beneath.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was slightly stunned, recalling the lost look on her face in the Inner Treasury. A strange feeling welled up in his chest, like that piece of candy had melted inside. But his tone remained sharp. “I saw the twisted roots. But that beautiful exterior… you mean the way you cried with snot running down your face?”
    

    

    
      “If you dare bring that up again, I swear I’ll bring bitter melon beef every day!” Shang Xinlei growled through gritted teeth. “And what’s wrong with how I look!?”
    

    

    
      Only then did Yan Qing notice her outfit—white over-knee socks with black shorts, chunky leather shoes over the socks, a black strap around her thigh securing a dagger, perfectly outlining her legs. She wore a white shirt with black edges, topped with a small, lightweight feathered jacket tied at the front, balancing agility with style. Even in the dim Thieves’ House, she stood out—charming and valiant.
    

    

    
      “Were you planning to attend a party today?” Yan Qing asked suddenly.
    

    

    
      “No, I was just training with Xiaoyu at home this afternoon. I won’t be leaving the Shang Family all day…” Her voice gradually faded as she looked down at her overdressed self. Her face flushed red.
    

    

    
      Worse still, their hands—still clasped—were sweaty from the earlier tussle, now sticky and uncomfortable. Yet neither let go. It was like they were silently playing a childish game of “whoever minds it first loses.”
    

    

    
      Ding—the Killing-Sound Bell rang. They both let go at once, and Shang Xinlei ended up holding the bell. Yan Qing acted as if nothing happened and resumed cleaning the dishes, helping her carry them into her room. While passing her a bowl, their hands brushed, and both flinched as if shocked. The Killing-Sound Bell jingled again on her wrist.
    

    

    
      Once all the dishes were put away, Yan Qing looked at her, paused, and said, “Goodbye.”
    

    

    
      “Goodbye.” Shang Xinlei replied, “I won’t be coming tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “I know. You already said that.”
    

    

    
      “My father’s hosting a family banquet at noon. I’ll be busy all day. We’ll have lunch the day after tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Yan Qing stopped, suddenly turned around and stared at her. Now he realized—he’d been played. Just thinking about how she tricked him into wasting all his skills with a single auto attack made his teeth itch with anger. “You…”
    

    

    
      “It’s just one day of not eating together. Is that really worth sulking over? You’re such a glutton.”
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei shrugged innocently, then quickly shut her door and ran, as if afraid Yan Qing would break it down and catch her.
    

    

    
      Back at the Shang Residence, Shang Xinlei asked a maid to collect and clean the dishes. She sat in the pavilion, resting her chin on her hands as the breeze blew past. Looking at the flowers and plants in the courtyard, she suddenly smiled as if remembering something both funny and sweet, her lips curling into a smug grin—like a little snake secretly giggling to itself.
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao suddenly appeared behind her without a sound. “Sister, haven’t you been eating a bit too much lately? At this rate, you might start gaining weight.”
    

    

    
      “I’m about to reach Third Job Change. Eating more is normal.” Shang Xinlei replied absentmindedly. “Second-Stage Messengers shouldn’t ask about Third-Stage matters.”
    

    

    
      She paused and pinched her cheeks, looking a little hesitant. “Did I really gain weight?”
    

    

    
      Shang Qiao quickly said, “No, no. Even if you did, you’d still be the most beautiful and cutest sister ever.”
    

    

    
      Her mouth twitched, and she gritted her teeth. “Well thank you so much!”
    

    

    
      He’d learned from the maids that Shang Xinlei carried in heaps of food every day, and only empty dishes came out. He had a vague idea of what she’d been doing. Seeing her admiring the golden bracelet on her wrist, he asked, “That is…?”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t it tacky? Golden bell, golden bracelet—it doesn’t suit me at all.” Though her tone was critical, a faint smile tugged at her lips.
    

    

    
      “It is tacky. Why would you wear something like that?” Shang Qiao agreed.
    

    

    
      Shang Xinlei’s expression soured. “This is a Rare Second-Stage Bracelet, Third Brother. What do you know? Hmph! I’m going to play with Xiaoyu.”
    

    

    
      She skipped away, leaving Shang Qiao dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      I even agreed with you. How did I still piss you off? Dumb sister.
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      「Did something good happen to you?」Medicine Master Wen suddenly asked.「You look really happy.」
    

    

    
      This time, Yan Qing was truly startled. They were separated by a screen, for goodness' sake! When the alternate character wasn’t speaking, she always had a blank expression—how did she manage to tell he was in a good mood through the avatar?
    

    

    
      「Why do you say that?」
    

    

    
      「Because, little sister, you’ve been hopping around nonstop.」Medicine Master Wen replied, looking speechless.
    

    

    
      Only then did Yan Qing realize he had been subconsciously holding down the jump key. From the moment they left the room, Bunny Heroine had been bouncing her way forward. Not just Medicine Master Wen—even the servant leading the way had noticed that this girl, who stirred up the entire stronghold upon arrival, seemed to be in an exceptionally good mood.
    

    

    
      Honestly, pressing the jump key while walking was a totally normal thing for players to do. In fact, most games included a jump key just for this purpose—not for climbing or parkour, but to give players something to do while traveling. Still, Yan Qing had always been mindful of his alternate character’s personality. No matter how dull the journey, he never spammed the jump key. He had definitely let his guard down.
    

    

    
      It was clearly because of Shang Xinlei. The mood had been primed for a falling-out, and yet she said it was just about not having dinner together for one day. Yan Qing had not only fallen right into her trap, he even gave her a Rare Token—then got mocked hard for it... If I ever trust her again, I’m a dog! Yan Qing clenched his teeth and cursed silently.
    

    

    
      「No, I just remembered how my brother got scammed by a woman—it pissed me off!」
    

    

    
      「With how weird your brother is, he should be grateful someone was even willing to scam him...」Medicine Master Wen quipped sincerely.
    

    

    
      Even from Bunny Heroine’s vague remarks, Medicine Master Wen had already grasped that her so-called brother was definitely not normal—what normal person would encourage their prodigious little sister to charge into Shu Mountain right after her Second Job Change? A bad woman scammed him? Serves him right!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing really wanted to argue, but based on Bunny Heroine’s character profile that he’d crafted over these past few days, there wasn’t even an option to defend her brother’s dignity. He had no choice but to change the topic:「Is it really okay to leave Sister Wu Qiu and Sister Shi Dong in the room like that?」
    

    

    
      「We can’t drag them around forever. From the moment we decided to come to Shu Mountain, we prepared for the possibility of getting into danger,」Medicine Master Wen said calmly.「The secret manual just gave them a chance to gain power. True power comes from courage and talent. Without those two, even if a weakling becomes a Third-Stage Messenger, they’re still just a trembling wreck... This situation is already better than I expected. It lets them feel the pressure and danger without actually putting them in harm’s way. In this kind of environment, weaklings only have two paths: either evolve into butterflies, or be crushed completely.」
    

    

    
      「Aren’t you afraid—」
    

    

    
      「If they chose this path themselves, what is there for me to worry about?」Medicine Master Wen smiled boldly.「As long as they can keep up with me—Second Job Change, Third, whatever—I’ll fight to get them all the resources they need!」
    

    

    
      After the fall of the Duke of Jin’s Mansion, Medicine Master Wen had come to understand White Fox’s words more deeply.
    

    

    
      In this world, if a weakling cannot become strong, then no amount of numbers will help. What the strong rely on, will always be another strong companion. If a Messenger is satisfied with their status and power, they could act recklessly and eliminate any threats—just like her father. But if they aim higher, then what they need is not submissive subordinates, but allies equal in status.
    

    

    
      But how many people can you really know in one lifetime?
    

    

    
      Character cannot be trusted—people change. Who would have imagined twenty years ago that the loyal and righteous Mo Ke would end up branded a rebel, left without even a burial? Only bonds are chains worth gripping—the longer the time, the tighter they hold. That’s why Medicine Master Wen chose to cultivate Wu Qiu and Shi Dong from the ground up—they had already been by her side for years. That’s also why White Fox chose to go back and save Red Snake and Yellow Dog—they would still fight side by side many times in the future.
    

    

    
      So... Medicine Master Wen sneaked a glance at Bunny Heroine’s reaction. I’m showing such strong leadership qualities—surely little sister, your heart must be stirred?
    

    

    
      Her words were sincere, but her intent to raise Bunny Heroine’s affection was also entirely real. If Wu Qiu and Shi Dong were worth developing for strength, and the thieves worth investing in for friendship, then Bunny Heroine, who had both strength and emotional bond, was worth every ounce of effort to bind to her side.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen had even made up her mind: as long as Bunny Heroine agreed, even if her ever-mentioned Brother showed up, she’d blast his dog head open without hesitation—truth be told, she kind of wanted to do that anyway.
    

    

    
      But then she saw Bunny Heroine bouncing joyfully again, as happy as a rabbit.
    

    

    
      They followed the servant through the stronghold. The servant was extremely respectful—whenever they looked toward any building, he’d immediately explain:「That’s Drying Field No. 3. The cured meat there is quite good; feel free to take some and try... That’s the Heroes’ Hall. They serve wine day and night. As for food, that depends on whether the cook’s around. But you ladies don’t need to bother—just tell me what you’d like, and I’ll have it delivered directly to your residence... We’re here. The Three Guardians are all waiting upstairs in the Demon-Slaying Hall.」
    

    

    
      The most majestic and central structure in the whole stronghold wasn’t the Guardians’ residence, but this Demon-Slaying Hall. As soon as Bunny Heroine and Medicine Master Wen stepped inside, it felt like a bustling city marketplace. The noise hit them like a wave.
    

    

    
      The first floor of the hall was filled with long tables. Dozens of people sat inside drinking, chatting, gambling, and arguing—more than half of them had red names. In fact, it was surprising that half of them weren’t red-named. They slammed tables and shouted, but weren’t fighting—instead, they were haggling.
    

    

    
      「Xiong Da, you and your brothers are too greedy. Three guys want five wolves? We have ten brothers here!」
    

    

    
      「Then you hold off the first wave of wolves! If no one does that, your ten hunters without even full Defensive Tokens are useless! You think you can shoot through a Shadow Wolf’s skull with one arrow?」
    

    

    
      「Fuck, is no one taking on the Wind Wolf King? We’ll handle the rest. We just need someone fast enough to lure away its breath attack. We’ll give 30% of the rewards for that alone!」
    

    

    
      「Even the Blood Attendant wouldn’t say he can do that. Who the fuck wants to die? Red-Haired Ghost, draw straws with your crew.」
    

    

    
      「Heh, the Blood Minister has confidence. Why don’t you go ask him?」
    

    

    
      「If we’re inviting a Great Guardian, might as well get Boss Beiyou to lead. Fucking cowards, damn you all—」
    

    

    
      「Red-Haired Ghost, fuck your mother, watch your mouth!」
    

    

    
      「I! Fuck! Your! Mom!」
    

    

    
      The quarrel quickly escalated into a battle of flying cups. Clinks and crashes rang out, but fortunately, they all had some self-restraint—just throwing cups, not throwing punches.
    

    

    
      On the wall of the first floor hung a massive blackboard, upon which a roughly drawn Secret Realm map was displayed. Alongside terrain details were demon distributions, with many names written underneath. For example, near the entrance of the realm, beneath “Shadow Wolf,” were over ten names:「First Wave: Xiong’s Three Brothers, Ten Hunters」「Second Wave: Black Wolf Guild, Chai Father & Son」「Third Wave: Poison Gentleman, Fire Vanguard, Nameless, Dragon Ao...」
    

    

    
      At this moment, Red-Haired Ghost seemed to have secured a deal with another group, and the two teams went up and wrote their names under the Wine Pool Wolves at the center of the map.
    

    

    
      「They’re claiming demon-slaying tasks,」Medicine Master Wen explained. She’d already looked into it beforehand:「Every day they claim tasks for the next day, all voluntary. Any number can enter, and the Three Guardians won’t interfere with how rewards are split. But if they kill demons, they must pay Shu Mountain toll fees. And of course, the chests inside also get taxed.」
    

    

    
      「They’re okay with such a loss?」Bunny Heroine asked in confusion.
    

    

    
      「Because the demons themselves are resources,」Medicine Master Wen replied.「They can skin and process them or sell them to Shu Mountain for Spirit Jade. Didn’t we pass many drying fields earlier? Those are for processing wolf meat from the Secret Realm.」
    

    

    
      The servant added,「Most Messengers sell the demons to Shu Mountain and then buy the jerky. Messengers can eat fresh meat freely here, but preserved jerky is expensive—ten Spirit Jade per piece. Many come up the mountain just to buy jerky.」
    

    

    
      「Huh?」Bunny Heroine looked completely bewildered—too many questions, not sure which to ask.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen wasn’t surprised.「Totally normal. Any Messenger away from a military garrison has to find their own food. Regular rations don’t satisfy. A Second-Stage Messenger needs at least four meals a day if they rely on common food like beef or pork. If they stay in one place, that’s fine. But these Demon-Path Messengers roam all over. If they don’t prep food in advance, they’ll spend most of their day just hunting meals.」
    

    

    
      She herself had experienced that—after escaping the garrison those first few days, she had no time to hunt, surviving solely on Healing Pills to maintain her condition. Without food, she’d have no strength to fight.
    

    

    
      「Jerky made from Third-Stage Secret Realm wolves, paired with some grain, gives great satiety. Just one piece can last several days. While the Third-Stage realm is tough, killing the Shadow Wolves near the entrance isn’t that hard. Shu Mountain’s reputation as a Demon-Infested Zone is well-earned. As long as they’re strong enough, Demon-Path Messengers can easily restock here.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had once wondered why Demon-Path Messengers would cluster in one place. They weren’t exactly starving refugees—they could’ve dominated backwaters and played warlords.
    

    

    
      Turns out they were starving, or most of them were. Once outside a Secret Realm, even eating became a serious problem. They weren’t like Yan Qing, who had all the time in the world and didn’t have to cook—one day feasting on Jiang Ten’s special meal, the next enjoying the Rat Monk’s vegetarian dishes from the Liang garrison.
    

    

    
      Demon-Path Messengers were out robbing and burning—how could they suddenly light a campfire and cook in the middle of nowhere?
    

    

    
      Righteous Messengers didn’t face that at all. Even on patrol, they had complete logistics. Garrisons never lacked rations. In comparison, Demon-Path may be free, but they had to solve everything alone. Righteous Messengers relied on their background, but had an organization behind them. Life wasn’t that bad.
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      Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine crossed the edge of the Demon-Slaying Hall. At that moment, someone hurled a wine cup from afar, aiming right at the Bunny Heroine’s head. But Medicine Master Wen swung fiercely and shattered the cup into pieces—oak shards scattered everywhere.
    

    

    
      The loud noise drew everyone’s attention in the hall. Suddenly, someone shouted “Great Guardian!”, and the hall immediately fell silent. Everyone turned their heads toward Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine as they were about to head upstairs. No one dared to act drunk anymore.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen still wore a hood and mask. Her mysterious attire was not uncommon in Shu Mountain. Had she appeared alone, others might not have recognized her—but the little girl beside her was far too conspicuous.
    

    

    
      「Lord Wolf Demoness and Lady Xingyu.」
    

    
      Someone began to bow their head and greet, and dozens of Demon-Path Messengers followed suit, bowing politely. Even if unwilling, they had to follow the crowd. After all, people might not remember who was the most respectful, but they would certainly remember who gave the least face.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t just the Bunny Heroine—they were deeply in awe of Medicine Master Wen as well.
    

    

    
      Of the more than twenty Demon-Path Messengers that Zhong Ji had brought down the mountain to block their path, nearly four were slain by Medicine Master Wen. That number might not seem like much, but Demon-Path Messengers weren’t fools—they knew how to run.
    

    

    
      To slay four people under siege by over twenty messengers meant that Medicine Master Wen could kill any one of them in this hall if she wished—even without the authority of the other Three Great Guardians, she was not someone they could afford to offend.
    

    

    
      As for the Bunny Heroine, there was no need to even mention her—a Thunderstorm Messenger who could instantly kill Zhong Ji. Aside from the Three Great Guardians, no one in the entire stronghold could stand before her without trembling.
    

    

    
      But there were also eager and flattering looks in the crowd. Suddenly, someone loudly called out:
    

    
      「Lord Wolf Demoness, we four brothers are very skilled in dealing with Wine-Pool Wolves! If you plan to conquer the Wolf Den Secret Realm, please consider bringing us along!」
    

    

    
      「Our Black Wolf Guild is also capable, Lord Wolf Demoness! We’ve cleared the Wolf Den once before!」
    

    

    
      「You call it 'cleared' just because you sniffed around Blood Minister’s butt?!」
    

    

    
      「Red-Haired Ghost, screw your mother!」
    

    

    
      Once they reached the second floor, Medicine Master Wen finally explained:
    

    
      「Great Guardians have many privileges, but only two are truly valuable. One of them is that all rewards obtained from conquering the Wolf Den Secret Realm are exempt from taxes—whether monsters or treasure chests.」
    

    

    
      「No wonder everyone wants to please you.」 The Bunny Heroine giggled. 「You’ve made it, big sis~」
    

    

    
      「Don’t tease me.」 Medicine Master Wen smiled bitterly. 「The other benefit is that Great Guardians get a share of many of the stronghold’s profits—Secret Realm yields, dried meat sales, and taxes from Eternal Joy City.」
    

    

    
      「This Heroine doesn’t need money,」 said the Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      「What’s yours is yours. This Great Guardian post is half yours,」 Medicine Master Wen reached out to pat the Bunny Heroine’s head but missed as she dodged. She snorted and laughed, 「Didn’t your brother say—‘no one offers flattery for nothing, unless they’re scheming’? Why are you handing your money over to me? Are you up to something shady? Trying to make me your sworn elder sister or something?」
    

    

    
      「My brother did say—」
    

    

    
      「I know, you need your sister-in-law’s permission to form a sworn bond. But didn’t you say your brother got tricked by a wicked woman? Maybe there’ll be no sister-in-law soon.」
    

    

    
      「But my brother is such a weirdo, he might drive even the wicked women away.」 The Bunny Heroine sighed.
    

    

    
      「True that,」 Medicine Master Wen agreed.
    

    

    
      Hm?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing stared at the Bunny Heroine’s remarks and thought—Was that what I meant?
    

    

    
      He clearly wanted to respond ‘Absolutely impossible’. So how did the Bunny Heroine end up smearing him instead? And Medicine Master Wen, what the hell are you agreeing for? You haven’t even met him and you’re judging? Superficial!
    

    

    
      「By the way, why do they call me Xingyu, but you’re Wolf Demoness? I clearly gave them my name.」
    

    

    
      「Maybe they think your name doesn’t suit you, so they gave you a more fitting nickname—Sword light like stars, a storm of pear blossoms. After all, saying they were defeated by Lady Xingyu sounds better than saying they were beaten by the Bunny Heroine. The latter just sounds too humiliating.」
    

    

    
      They made their way to the large hall at the far end of the second floor. Servants bowed and departed.   
    

    

    
       The two pushed open the door. Inside was a spacious meeting room. A rectangular stone table stood in the center, piled high with scrolls. Wolf pelts covered the floor, and white wolf heads adorned the walls. Wolf bone artifacts filled every corner of the room—clearly, the local aesthetics were heavily influenced by the local Secret Realm.
    

    

    
      「Quite the grand setup,」 said Blood Minister coolly by the window. 「You actually made us wait a whole hour.」
    

    

    
      This meeting should have started in the afternoon, but Yan Qing had to run Rat Monk’s account to challenge the Second-Stage Secret Realm. He played for three hours straight, no time to bother with them, and just sent a notice before going AFK. That account was currently his most important source of income—even if he had kidney stones, he couldn’t stop.
    

    

    
      「After triggering Thunderstorm, one does need time to recuperate—especially after repeated use,」 said Boreuo gently. 「Is Lady Xingyu’s health well?」
    

    

    
      「It’s Bunny Heroine... never mind.」 The Bunny Heroine pointed at Beiyou. 「Is he painting?」
    

    

    
      Beiyou was indeed in the meeting room but paid them no attention. Fully absorbed in his sketch on the long table, he held a brush in each hand, another in his mouth, his clothes stained in every color imaginable, and his long hair equally rainbow-hued.
    

    

    
      「Almost done,」 Boreuo glanced at the paper and said. 「This is actually his studio. He spends most of his time here, so we come here for discussions too—though we have to wait for him to finish painting.」
    

    

    
      Just as Boreuo said, Beiyou finished a few more strokes, then stopped and stamped a large red seal onto the paper. The Bunny Heroine and Medicine Master Wen stepped closer—and saw a vivid depiction of a giant wolf feasting on a corpse, gutting it open with glee.
    

    

    
      The Shadow Wolf. Even though they hadn’t entered the Wolf Den to encounter this demon yet, Yan Qing and Medicine Master Wen recognized it instantly. Ominous, savage, elusive. Beiyou’s painting perfectly captured its traits—vivid and brimming with ferocity. Especially the way it devoured the corpse—teeth, blood, organs—every detail lifelike, as if the painter had witnessed it devour a man up close.
    

    

    
      At the bottom right of the painting was engraved the seal: 『Know Beiyou, Face South』.
    

    

    
      「Do you want it?」 Beiyou suddenly asked. 「Free of charge.」
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine and Medicine Master Wen immediately shook their heads. Beiyou sighed in disappointment and rolled up the painting.
    

    

    
      「The reason we called you here is naturally to discuss the opportunity we previously mentioned,」 said Boreuo. 「But I suppose you’ve already guessed—Shu Mountain’s most well-known opportunity is none other than the Foundation legacy left behind by the great Demon-Path cultivator, Si Wuxie.」
    

    

    
      「This legacy is hidden in the Fourth-Stage Secret Realm: Forest of Corpses. According to Shu Mountain’s rules, only Great Guardians are qualified to lead explorations there.」
    

    

    
      Of course, ‘rules’ were just an excuse. The Three Great Guardians were the law of Shu Mountain. Who else made the rules but them? Boreuo’s statement was, in fact, a promise: Great Guardians could enter the Forest of Corpses—so Medicine Master Wen and her companion were eligible to share and even contend for the Foundation inheritance.
    

    

    
      That’s one big pie, Yan Qing thought.
    

    

    
      But he was also deeply curious—the Three Great Guardians actually valued the Bunny Heroine so highly, enough to be willing to share the Foundation inheritance?
    

    

    
      「Enough small talk,」 Medicine Master Wen said bluntly. 「You said you needed our help—what exactly do you need?」
    

    

    
      「According to notes left by predecessors, the Forest of Corpses is divided into Forehall, Midcourt, and Rear Grove. At present, we are still unable to breach the demon blockade in the Forehall,」 explained Boreuo. 「Si Wuxie’s legacy has existed for over a century. Countless Messengers have tried to conquer it—but all failed to pass the Forehall.」
    

    

    
      「Not until Boreuo came to Shu Mountain did we see a glimmer of hope,」 Beiyou added. 「Because he is a Thunderstorm Messenger. Thunderstorm Messengers are key to breaking through the Forehall—but Boreuo alone is not enough. We have waited for years—for the second Thunderstorm Messenger.」
    

    

    
      「Now, you are here.」 Beiyou extended his hands toward Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine:
    

    
      「Two powerful users of Thunderstorm, gathered in Shu Mountain—perhaps this is fate.」
    

    

    
      「Si Wuxie’s Foundation legacy shall be unlocked by the five of us together!」
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      Although Beiyou’s words were straightforward, lacking in grand rhetoric, they felt all the more sincere when paired with his carefree appearance and slightly odd demeanor.
    

    

    
      Even with the Blood Minister—this arch-nemesis with hatred as deep as the sea—present, if Beiyou and Boreuo were truly sincere, perhaps collaborating to explore the legacy wouldn’t be out of the question…
    

    

    
      As if.
    

    

    
      From the moment they entered, Yan Qing had faintly sensed that the three were putting on an act.
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister’s cold retorts, Boreuo’s unreserved sharing, Beiyou’s carefree oddities—an ordinary person might really be fooled by their seemingly cordial demeanor.
    

    

    
      Yes, he believed even the Blood Minister was pretending.
    

    

    
      How could the formidable Demon Path villain—once one of the Three Guardians, known for razing cities and armies alike, drenching the land in blood and grief—display such shallow hostility? It was like a puppy barking on purpose—more childish than frightening, almost endearingly naïve.
    

    

    
      As for Beiyou and Boreuo, they were different from the Blood Minister. Unlike their direct conflict with Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine, they had merely shown arrogance and malice as Guardians at the mountain gate in the past. Thus, their methods were more refined and subtle: first defending the Bunny Heroine from the Blood Minister’s insults, then each showcasing their own unique personalities. They hadn’t directly expressed goodwill, but rather treated Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine as equals and friends.
    

    

    
      Perfectly timed respect, delicate anticipation, and seemingly unintentional flattery—it was all so masterfully executed that one would instinctively overlook their danger, truly believing themselves to be on equal footing with them. Had Yan Qing himself been present, he might have thought the Blood Minister was merely cruel and foolish, Boreuo kind and peaceful, Beiyou merely eccentric.
    

    

    
      But Yan Qing could see through their performance—not because his insight had improved after becoming a Second-Stage Messenger, nor because he had learned people skills from spending time with Shang Xinlei, but for one simple reason—
    

    

    
      All three of them had names dyed red to black in the game.
    

    

    
      Among all of Shu Mountain, theirs were the most notorious. Yan Qing only had to nudge his joystick, and the Bunny Heroine would automatically lock onto them as hostile targets, ready to draw her sword and slay demons.
    

    

    
      Even the dumbest MMO player would never trust the sweet talk of three top-tier red-named villains in the wild.
    

    

    
      「Sorry, we’re not interested in Si Wuxie’s Foundation legacy.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen reached out to pat the Bunny Heroine’s head, her tone indifferent:「No one’s been able to conquer it for a hundred years—how could we possibly think ourselves capable of seizing such a chance? My little sister just wanted to glimpse Shu Mountain’s Third-Stage Secret Realm: Wolf Den. When she gets bored, we’ll leave.」
    

    

    
      As she spoke, her hand never stopped caressing the back of the Bunny Heroine’s head, afraid she’d blurt something foolish and blow their cover. However, the Bunny Heroine’s response exceeded her expectations:
    

    

    
      「Actually, this Heroine isn’t that interested in Third-Stage Secret Realms either. I only came ‘cause I heard there were plenty of bad guys to slash. I couldn’t care less about some Demon Path Foundation legacy—not like it suits me anyway.」
    

    

    
      With that, she stretched out her arms and proudly showed off her Legendary Gauntlets, their soft orange glow dazzling under the meeting room lights, drawing all eyes.
    

    

    
      Well played. Medicine Master Wen hadn’t expected the Bunny Heroine to cooperate so seamlessly. Whether Beiyou and the others were genuine or not, declining with reserve was always the smartest move—and the best refusal was ‘I’m not interested.’
    

    

    
       「Legendary Gauntlets?!」 Boreuo feigned shock and sighed:「Clearly, you two are profoundly established. Given time, you’ll surely reach the Fourth Job Change. Makes sense—with your talent and backgrounds, your clans must have prepared inheritance paths long ago. You certainly don’t need something like Si Wuxie’s Demon Path Foundation legacy.」
    

    

    
      After praising them thoroughly, he shifted his tone:「But Foundation legacies are incredibly rare. If you help us conquer the Forest of Corpses and split the inheritance, you could exchange your share for whatever resources you actually need. To walk away from a treasure mountain—isn’t that such a waste?」
    

    

    
      Beiyou suddenly added:「If you ask me, Lady Star-Rain, aren’t you close to your Third Job Change as well? Everyone knows the higher the level of a Secret Realm, the more breakthroughs one can make through combat. And what part of Shu Mountain can hone you better than the Forest of Corpses? Join us to unlock the legacy—you’ll gain Foundation-level resources ahead of time, speed toward your Third Job Change, and have more fun than raiding some random Wolf Den. Besides, inheriting a legacy that’s been dormant for a century—we’ll all be famous across the world!」
    

    

    
      「In the end, just another long-haired, short-sighted woman,」 the Blood Minister sneered.「I told you two this was pointless. A Fourth-Stage Secret Realm isn’t something you just ‘try out.’ People from noble backgrounds like them don’t crave fortune like us. They’ve got backup plans—get married, settle down, live easy lives. You think people like them will fight tooth and nail for a mere chance? Waste of effort.」
    

    

    
      Three people, three attitudes. Most would’ve hesitated after Boreuo and Beiyou’s persuasion, and the Blood Minister’s disdain would’ve pushed them into an impulsive agreement to explore the Secret Realm together.
    

    

    
      「Blood Minister’s right,」 the Bunny Heroine nodded solemnly.「I’ll just stay here a few more days then take Big Sister home to get married. I’m hungry—let’s eat!」
    

    

    
      She turned to leave the meeting room, and Medicine Master Wen followed without hesitation.
    

    

    
      Honestly, their act got a bit exaggerated here. The Bunny Heroine treating the Blood Minister nicely? Medicine Master Wen—the armored war-beast—agreeing to go home and cook? Clearly, everyone was acting. It was just a matter of who would lose patience first.
    

    

    
      「Please wait,」 Boreuo indeed called out:「Since you don’t wish to explore the Forest of Corpses together, could we hire you two to help us break through its front hall? But since it’s a hired job, if there’s any Foundation legacy or treasure chest in the front hall—it won’t concern you.」
    

    

    
      Finally, the truth came out.
    

    

    
      All that talk about splitting the legacy? Just smoke and mirrors to gag Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine. If they agreed to it, their help would become free labor—their only ‘reward’ being the legacy at the end, meaning everything before was essentially an investment.
    

    

    
      And whether that final split would actually happen—who could say? Yan Qing certainly didn’t believe these top-tier red names would share loot honestly.
    

    

    
      They weren’t even sure there would be rewards for breaching the front hall, which was why they tried so hard to get them to “buy in” rather than be “hired.”
    

    

    
      Because hiring meant payment—and they couldn’t even guarantee they’d get the Foundation legacy. A legacy no one had inherited in over a hundred years—who could be certain?
    

    

    
      If they failed to unlock the Forest of Corpses and found nothing along the way, all investments would be wasted—a risk-laden strategy.
    

    

    
      But the Bunny Heroine and Medicine Master Wen refused to take the bait, even threatening to leave with the Blood Minister’s words. With no better option, Boreuo had no choice but to play his last card.
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      The sky darkened, and the mountain stronghold came alive. Lanterns were strung up and decorations unfurled; it was lively and bustling.
    

    

    
      Before coming here, Yan Qing had imagined countless times what the Demon-Infested Zone might look like. Yet, no matter how he guessed, all he could picture were scenes too graphic to even pass review on the more questionable corners of the web. After all, a place full of thugs, bandits, and murderers—how could it possibly resemble a civilized city?
    

    

    
      That’s why he had never fantasized about sneaking into a bandit stronghold and fraternizing with Demon-Path Messengers. It wasn’t that he wanted to flaunt his own righteous values—it was simply that he couldn’t bear to witness the suffering of others. Because of that, the atmosphere around Pingcheng Military Camp had improved significantly. Occasionally, Yan Qing would control Ye Si to go into the city to buy supplies. Along the way, if he saw Hundred-Ward Riders or anyone else bullying the weak, he wouldn’t even bother to ask questions—he’d just cut them down.
    

    

    
      Naturally, that drew plenty of criticism. But first, Ye Si had Jiang Ten as backing, and second, the two of them ran Secret Realms every day, giving Pingcheng’s GDP a real boost. Anyone daring to stir up trouble with them would find the Hundred-Ward Riders—who thrived off their leftovers—the first to object. Yan Qing had even prepared to flip the whole table, but gradually, it was everyone else who adapted to his moral baseline.
    

    

    
      Even here at Shu Mountain, Yan Qing had no intention of changing his ways. From the moment he named his alt account “Bunny Heroine,” he had mentally prepared himself. Though Medicine Master Wen was now a Third-Stage Guardian and had already negotiated a collaboration with Boreuo to explore the Forest of Corpses, if anyone dared to commit evil in front of his alt, even the Blood Minister would have to die.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t change the world, but the world shouldn’t expect to change him either.
    

    

    
      But the scene before him left Yan Qing slightly dumbfounded: the plaza in front of the Demon-Slaying Hall was divided into three sections. One had a stage, where a troupe performed opera as the audience cheered below. Another was lined with dozens of gambling tables—pai gow, dice, everything—where gamblers shouted and bellowed. The last held several long tables covered with wine jars, where a bunch of burly men stripped off their shirts and danced to the beat of their own clapping.
    

    

    
      If not for the fact that more than half of them were red-named, this place would have looked just like an ordinary village—where folks worked hard during the day and gathered at night to chat, joke, and have fun.
    

    

    
      「If you’re interested, you can come play after we return,」Boreuo said from behind them.「Aside from Beiyou, who dislikes crowds, both this humble monk and the Blood Minister often mingle with the others. It’s dull and quiet in the stronghold—only in lively places do spirits lift.」
    

    

    
      「Troupes are willing to come to a place like this?」asked Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      「Of course. Next month, there will even be a dance troupe trained by the Jie Family. Many folks making a living outside even return just for that.」
    

    

    
      Boreuo continued,「I know what you’re thinking. Truthfully, most people were too afraid to come to the stronghold at first. That’s why we place so much importance on Eternal Joy City’s public security. If people don’t dare come to the stronghold, maybe they’ll be willing to try the city instead. Eternal Joy City offers more entertainment than the mountains, and many are willing to head down to unwind. Later, when they saw we actually kept our word, more were willing to come up. After all, the stronghold pays double what Eternal Joy City does, and it’s only half a day’s journey.」
    

    

    
      「Sounds expensive.」
    

    

    
      「Each month, the revenue from the stronghold and Eternal Joy City is split ten ways. Half goes to the Guardians, the other half is used for places like this,」Boreuo gestured toward the various facilities,「If we didn’t offer ten times the usual rate, who would come all the way up here to lay bricks? Expect these arsonists and murderers to patch rooftops?」
    

    

    
      「Can’t you just not pay them?」Bunny Heroine asked, puzzled.「Or detain them and make them work like slaves?」
    

    

    
      Boreuo cast her a sideways glance.「Your lodgings are decent, right? Not as grand as Chang’an’s inns, but everything you need is there, and the structure’s solid.」
    

    

    
      「To build a house, you need carpenters, stonemasons, blacksmiths, bricklayers—the larger the building, the more people required. If you just abduct workers from outside, how many years would it take to finish the stronghold? And there’d be no quality assurance. This humble monk has no wish to hear the pitter-patter of rain in his room like wooden fish tapping during a storm.」
    

    

    
      「Besides, we need many things from outside. Plundering won’t solve everything—but credibility and Spirit Jade can.」
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister sneered,「At the end of the day, it’s just that there aren’t enough people nearby. If this were a military garrison, there’d be no need for all this nonsense—just conscript them. Who’d dare resist? Only the righteous Path gets to be shameless—there are plenty of fools for them to exploit.」
    

    

    
      「How often are these parties held?」Bunny Heroine asked.
    

    

    
      「Every day,」Boreuo replied flatly,「The Demon Path is just a bunch of sick people who believe the world abandoned them and rage against the heavens. Dissipation is the only medicine that works. Even when drunk, they sleep with one eye open. What about when they’re sober? If you don’t get them wasted, they’ll kill everyone they meet at night.」
    

    

    
      Something stirred in Yan Qing’s heart. Boreuo’s words didn’t sound like he was describing others—they sounded like a confession. That’s right, everyone longs for a better life. Do villains really prefer living in dark, cold, blood-soaked nightmares? The Demon-Infested Zone was a danger zone to the righteous, but for the Demon Path, it was their only haven. If even here they couldn’t find peace—what difference would it make, in the mountains or beyond?
    

    

    
      Perhaps the reason they poured so much money into making the stronghold lively was because only amidst such noise and crowds could they feel the faintest trace of warmth.
    

    

    
      「Let’s go.」Beiyou emerged from the Demon-Slaying Hall, his hair, clothes, and face smudged with grimy pigments. He even licked his finger to taste the paint.
    

    

    
      Everyone looked away and followed Beiyou toward the forbidden grounds behind the stronghold.
    

    

    
      The area was heavily guarded, sealed by fortifications. Once inside, Yan Qing noticed that the guards didn’t seem to be red-named monsters. Most likely, they were normal Messengers who had never fallen into the Demon Path. Unlike the maniacs outside, these people were highly controlled and extremely rare talents. The fact that they were stationed here showed how much the Three Guardians valued this place.
    

    

    
      After passing through a long tunnel, they approached a forest. Ripples of pale green light hovered outside the woods, and the screen displayed relevant information:
    

    

    
      「Forest of Corpses」
    

    

    
      「Background: The Forest of Corpses was once Gathering-Immortals Manor. Its master, Long You, was a famed hero known throughout the land. Upon learning that the current Buddhist emissary, Fu Xiang, was actually a descendant of the Blood Demon Sect—and had defected from the righteous path after killing his kin—Long You gathered friends at the manor to discuss how to deal with him. But Fu Xiang came himself, annihilating the manor. Fueled by Long You’s and his comrades’ immense hatred, Gathering-Immortals Manor transformed into a land of extreme yin. Ghosts now roam, undying and unyielding. Perhaps only revenge can dissolve the karma here...」
    

    

    
      「Challenge Level: 35–45」
    

    

    
      「Participants: Up to 20」
    

    

    
      「Objective: Slay the ‘Corpse King’ Long You」
    

    

    
      A level 35–45 Secret Realm?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was stunned for a moment. Though he wasn’t well-versed in The Messenger, he knew that such level ranges meant… this Secret Realm could yield both Third-Stage and Fourth-Stage rewards!
    

    

    
      More importantly, a Third-Stage Messenger could realistically clear it!
    

    

    
      No wonder Si Wuxie’s legacy had sat here for nearly a century without a Foundation Messenger coming to claim it. For Foundation Messengers, this was a Fourth-Stage Secret Realm in every sense! Too few players couldn’t clear it; too many and the rewards got diluted. For Third-Stage Messengers, it was enticing—for Foundation or Fourth-Stage Messengers, it was underwhelming.
    

    

    
      And Si Wuxie was a Demon-Path Messenger, meaning his most powerful weapon token had to be an Asura Token—something no one else could use!
    

    

    
      「By the way,」Boreuo suddenly asked,「Have you ever wondered why those with authority over Secret Realms at Shu Mountain are called Guardians?」
    

    

    
      「Sounds better,」Bunny Heroine replied lazily.「If it were me, I wouldn’t want some bandit title like ‘Leader’ either.」
    

    

    
      「That’s part of it,」Boreuo chuckled,「But more importantly, we really are protecting the Path. You might think I’m flattering myself, but once you go in—you’ll understand.」
    

    

    
      One by one, they entered the Forest of Corpses. Just before going in, Yan Qing noticed Medicine Master Wen lagged half a step behind, a hint of hesitation in her gait. But she quickly caught up, entering the Secret Realm alongside Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      Contrary to its name, the Forest of Corpses wasn’t all that terrifying. There was a slight eerie breeze at most. In the middle stood a grand estate, with no plaque above the gates. White lanterns hung on either side, each bearing the character ‘奠’ for mourning. As they neared, the lantern flames suddenly extinguished—not terrifying, but definitely startling.
    

    

    
      「Sister, aren’t you scared?」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine looked at Medicine Master Wen and saw her hand trembling slightly around the Soul-Severing Spear.
    

    

    
      「Only my Brother gets scared of stuff like this. Are you chickening out, big sis?」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing thought to himself, Me? Scared? I’ve played Resident Evil. The Messenger was an all-ages online game—there’s no way it would show anything too disgusting. Nothing here could scare me.
    

    

    
      「Of course not. I was just worried you’d be scared!」Medicine Master Wen replied firmly. But when Bunny Heroine moved forward, she quickly followed.「Be careful—we’ll go together!」
    

    

    
      They reached the front hall and saw Boreuo and the others standing by the threshold, waiting. Boreuo stepped aside to reveal the scene inside:「Look.」
    

    

    
      「No way!」Medicine Master Wen gasped.
    

    

    
      At the far end was a massive mound of skulls, stacked high as if forming a new entity. And indeed, it was a monster unit—named 「Undying Skull Tower」.
    

    

    
      But that wasn’t what shocked her—it was the six zombie demons surrounding it! They wore straw hats, carried long blades, and had ghostly green flames flickering in their eyes. Massive and stiff, they looked like nine iron towers!
    

    

    
      「Only five of us entered—how can there be so many monsters?」Medicine Master Wen’s expression darkened.「The number of monsters in a Secret Realm correlates with the number of players. For seven to appear at once, at least fourteen people must have entered!」
    

    

    
      Yes, Yan Qing had long noticed that fewer players meant fewer monsters—but there was always a lower limit. If Jiang Ten soloed the Zhen Sanshan dungeon, there would still be a minimum of three monsters per wave—same as going in with a party of six.
    

    

    
      「If we all exit and send only one person back in,」Boreuo explained,「they’ll still see seven monsters.」
    

    

    
      「Then is the front hall set to always have at least seven monsters?」Bunny Heroine guessed.
    

    

    
      「Before Si Wuxie set his legacy here, others had explored this realm,」Beiyou said calmly.「Records show the front hall used to spawn a minimum of four monsters.」
    

    

    
      So why were there now seven, fixed?
    

    

    
      As this question surfaced in Yan Qing’s mind, one answer became the most likely.
    

    

    
      「Could it be…」Medicine Master Wen’s gaze passed over the front hall toward the estate’s depths,「…this Secret Realm has never been reset?」
    

    

    
      Boreuo nodded slowly.「Exactly. That’s the only way to explain why there are always so many monsters in the Forest of Corpses. If a Secret Realm isn’t reset, the number of monsters scales with the total number of players who’ve ever entered. Even if those Messengers leave, the monster count remains. Fortunately, their strength still scales with ours—otherwise we’d be facing Fourth-Stage demons already.」
    

    

    
      「We’re called Guardians because we’ve always regulated the number of people entering the Forest of Corpses. If we exceed the limit, the monster count increases permanently—unless we conquer the Realm.」
    

    

    
      「But we haven’t seen anyone else, and the monsters in the front hall are still here,」Bunny Heroine said, glancing around.「Doesn’t a Realm reset if no one’s inside?」
    

    

    
      「Yes,」Beiyou confirmed,「if there’s no one inside, it resets.」
    

    

    
      Which meant, if it hadn’t reset all this time, there was only one possibility.
    

    

    
      「There’s someone still inside the Realm?」Medicine Master Wen spoke word by word, unable to hide the shock in her voice.「Could it be… Si Wuxie!?」
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      The confusion that had plagued Yan Qing for days suddenly cleared up.
    

    

    
      When he heard that Si Wuxie had left his inheritance within a Fourth-Stage Secret Realm, Yan Qing had already been wondering—wasn’t this a bit too risky?
    

    

    
      He could understand Si Wuxie’s reasoning. If the inheritance were left outside, then any test would be meaningless. Other Messengers could simply tunnel through mountains and earth to seize it outright. And given that Si Wuxie was a famed Demon-Path behemoth, his enemies probably lined up from Shu Mountain all the way to Chang’an.
    

    

    
      To prevent his inheritance from falling into the hands of his enemies—and considering that Secret Realms were unaffected by natural disasters or external disturbances—it was perfectly reasonable for Si Wuxie to choose a Fourth-Stage Secret Realm as the site for his legacy.
    

    

    
      But the question was: how did Si Wuxie ensure his legacy wouldn’t be reset by the Secret Realm?
    

    

    
      Once a Secret Realm reset, everything inside reverted to its original state. This trait allowed Secret Realm Garrisons to possess seemingly inexhaustible supplies, but also meant that any changes made within could only take effect once. The Sinking Rock Stream campaign at Xuanwu Lake Garrison took three hours—two of which were spent by engineers repeating civil works they had already performed hundreds of times.
    

    

    
      If no one was inside, the Secret Realm would reset—an unbreakable iron rule.
    

    

    
      If Si Wuxie’s legacy had endured for nearly a century, there could only be one explanation: the Secret Realm had never reset, and someone had always been inside.
    

    

    
      「This humble monk cannot deny, Wolf Demoness, that your theory may be correct,」said Boreuo.「After all, no one has ever reached the depths of the Forest of Corpses. Perhaps Si Wuxie truly is inside, waiting for us. However, we believe it’s more likely that Si Wuxie left behind a spirit beast within the Secret Realm.」
    

    

    
      Spirit beast?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had no particular impression of the term, but Medicine Master Wen quickly clarified for him:「It’s certainly possible. After all, even Foundation Messengers haven’t been known to fast or live on nothing. And Si Wuxie was active during the early days of the Three Nations, on par with Emperor Taizu of Liang, Shenwu of Qi, and the Founding Emperor of Zhou. Even if he didn’t die back then, by now he should have passed away from old age. However, a spirit beast transformed from a demon has no worries of lifespan or sustenance and could indeed reside within the Secret Realm for a century unchanged.」
    

    

    
      「What exactly is this spirit beast you speak of?」asked Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      「A demon subdued by a Foundation Messenger using a token,」explained Medicine Master Wen.「Tokens above the Foundation level possess increasingly mysterious powers, including the ability to alter a demon’s mind and render it obedient to the Messenger. All demons converted in this way are known as spirit beasts.」
    

    

    
      「However, most spirit beasts are of Third-Stage level. It’s rare to see a Fourth-Stage spirit beast. Rumor has it that the Kingdom of Qi has one passed down by the Shenwu Emperor, but whether it’s true or not is unknown.」
    

    

    
      Of course it would only be a Third-Stage spirit beast. A Fourth-Stage couldn’t possibly be controlled for so long!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing understood immediately—wasn’t this just a ‘Confuse’ or ‘Dominate’ effect? In combat, it could temporarily convert enemies into neutral or allied units.
    

    

    
      Such effects were always time-limited—except when crushing lower levels. To avoid a game progression like “Level 1 fights baby crayfish, Level 99 fights Crimson Overlord Lobster,” the developers had designed stronger mechanics for higher-level players while making these mechanics wildly overpowered against lower-tier enemies.
    

    

    
      Foundation Messengers had overwhelming suppression against anything below Third-Stage—for example, random chance effects became guaranteed, timed abilities became permanent, and all skills with variable stats were maxed out to their highest potential.
    

    

    
      The key wasn’t just in the numbers, but the mechanics. What was the point of a hit doing 99,999 damage? But if a simple palm strike could send a small mob flying ten meters into a wall, embedding it there—and a slow debuff made a boss freeze like it was afraid of soiling itself—that’s when the player truly felt they’d earned their level.
    

    

    
      The weaker the ability, the more exaggerated the enhancement. In The Messenger, veteran players loved taking newbies through low-level content—it was fun. Many people enjoyed these “out-leveling” challenges and even discussed fun ways to “fish slap” on the forums.
    

    

    
      And abilities like ‘Confuse’ or ‘Dominate’ were precisely the kind that got buffed to absurd levels. Useless against elite monsters or bosses, they only worked on regular mobs. How could that not be trash? No player would be troubled by mobs—no wonder the duration got boosted to permanent.
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing first heard “spirit beast,” he thought it referred to the summoning system. After all, summons in The Messenger were quite powerful—but only accessible post-Foundation. He hadn’t expected they meant turning low-level demons into pet companions.
    

    

    
      The Messenger had no monster-taming pet class because of a fundamental problem: if you could beat the monster, why bother taming it? Even raising baby monsters from scratch was inferior—summons were tied to tokens, could be revived, and were designed by the devs to be cool and adorable.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing never imagined that a nearly nonexistent “pet class” in the game had been fully developed in this world. Or rather, what was a fun gimmick in-game had taken on a completely different meaning in reality.
    

    

    
      「It’s not strange for a Foundation Messenger to have a spirit beast. Many send them to assist their families in raiding Third-Stage Secret Realms—it’s like adding a Third-Stage fighter to the clan,」said Beiyou.「However, most spirit beasts break free upon their master’s death. No one knows how Si Wuxie managed to keep his obedient.」
    

    

    
      「We’ll know once we get in there,」the Blood Minister said stiffly.「Even if Si Wuxie is still alive, so what? The Secret Realm hasn’t spawned any Fourth-Stage demons, meaning what he left behind can only be Third-Stage. A Third-Stage spirit beast or corpse will just turn to pulp in my blood-drenched hands.」
    

    

    
      「So impressive,」Bunny Heroine clapped.「Then why haven’t you smashed through the antechamber yet, uncle? Don’t tell me you can’t beat it?」
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister’s face darkened. Demon-Path tokens worked wonders against Messengers but weren’t as effective against demons. Normally, that wouldn’t be a big issue—he was still a top-tier Third-Stage—but the Forest of Corpses happened to be filled with undead and corpses, which directly countered his token.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen peered past the six zombie demons, toward the Undying Skull Tower they guarded.「The real difficulty in the antechamber is probably that skull tower, isn’t it?」
    

    

    
      「Exactly,」Boreuo nodded.「If it were just a large number of demons, it wouldn’t be a problem for us. Worst case, we’d clear a little each day. Since the Secret Realm won’t reset, we could just grind it down slowly.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing nodded repeatedly. Normally, this wouldn’t be viable, because monsters in Secret Realms had nearly infinite aggro range. Once provoked, they would chase you to the ends of the earth unless every player left the realm—resetting it and wasting all effort.
    

    

    
      But the Forest of Corpses was different. Some unknown presence prevented resets, making this blood-grind tactic viable. Messengers could run in, shoot an arrow, and jump out again—rinse and repeat. The demons wouldn’t even chase them outside...
    

    

    
      「The Skull Tower doesn’t attack, but if there are fewer than six zombie demons, it starts wailing in agony. Then, new zombie demons crawl out of the ground,」explained Boreuo.「Unless we take out the Skull Tower, the antechamber’s demons are endless.」
    

    

    
       Medicine Master Wen's eyes turned grim:「So, we have to find a way to strike down the Skull Tower first while surrounded by six Third-Stage demons?」
    

    

    
      This was clearly a test of numbers, Yan Qing thought.
    

    

    
      If twenty Third-Stage Messengers formed a party, they could instantly burst down the Skull Tower in a single focus-fire round. The remaining zombie demons wouldn’t be hard to deal with—they could even fall back to the gate and exploit the terrain to whittle them down.
    

    

    
      But forget Shu Mountain—even among the Three Nations of the Central Plains, gathering twenty Third-Stage Messengers wasn’t something done lightly.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that there weren’t that many people—it was just not cost-effective.
    

    

    
      Even if all the Secret Realm rewards were split equally, the gains would pale in comparison to a Third-Stage Messenger leading a garrison raid party. In those, the team could be filled with Second-Stage or even First-Stage Messengers, and the big loot would still all go to the Third-Stage Messenger.
    

    

    
      In-game, it was easy to pull together a team of Third-Stagers (well, not really—more likely it’d be Fourth-, Fifth-, or Sixth-Stagers helping newbies complete escort missions because there just weren’t enough low-level players anymore). But in reality, First- and Second-Stagers were used up like expendables.
    

    

    
      The fewer the people, the higher the DPS requirement on each individual. But still...
    

    

    
      「Have you never tried whittling down the Skull Tower little by little?」Medicine Master Wen asked curiously.「The distance is a bit far, sure, but with a bit of archery training, shouldn’t it be easy to land a shot and then retreat?」
    

    

    
      「Knew you’d say that,」Beiyou said as he pulled a throwing dart from his lower back. It looked like it was forged from fine steel—not a token:「Get ready to retreat. I’ll demonstrate.」
    

    

    
      Once everyone was prepared, Beiyou flicked his wrist, and the dart struck the Skull Tower dead on, triggering a piercing wail from it! The six zombie demons immediately turned their gaze, ghostly flames flaring in their eyes, burning with intense hatred as fuel. They opened their mouths in a soundless war cry!
    

    

    
      The five immediately exited the Forest of Corpses Secret Realm. Throughout the process, Medicine Master Wen tightly gripped the Soul-Severing Spear with full concentration, clearly prepared for the Three Guardians to pull some trick. But the retreat went smoothly—only the overwhelming killing intent trailed behind like a shadow. Even after escaping, it left them shaken.
    

    

    
      「You saw that, didn’t you?」the Blood Minister mocked.「Still have the guts to go back in? Surrounded by those demons, you’d probably blow your Return Tokens and run for your lives, wouldn’t you?」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen ignored him and asked,「What was that golden light on the Skull Tower? And why was there a lotus dais silhouette beneath it?」
    

    

    
      When the dart struck the Skull Tower, a massive crack appeared in the center. Beneath it rose a three-petal lotus platform, Buddhist sanctity entangled with skeletal demonic miasma—a ghastly, ominous sight.
    

    

    
      「Who knows? But we believe it was left there by Si Wuxie when he set up the inheritance,」Boreuo replied with a wry smile.「As you saw, the golden light dealt a grievous wound to the Skull Tower—but for some reason, the lotus dais grants it a constant healing buff.」
    

    

    
      「Moreover, if you strike the Skull Tower using a Buddhist token, the lotus platform solidifies even more, and its healing effect skyrockets. This humble monk didn’t know that at first, and it ended up sprouting an extra petal permanently. Because of that, I had to spend years of accumulation to acquire a Third-Stage Rare Long Staff from the outside—to replace the monk’s staff that had followed me for years.」
    

    

    
      Only now did Medicine Master Wen notice that Boreuo indeed carried a long staff, not the monk’s staff she’d seen earlier that morning—confirming his account.
    

    

    
      No wonder no one had managed to breach the grand hall for years. A Skull Tower that constantly summoned demons and self-repaired was a trap, plain and simple—a bait station to lure Third-Stage Messengers to their deaths. By Medicine Master Wen’s estimate, without a team of at least ten Third-Stage Messengers, it would be extremely difficult to take it down quickly.
    

    

    
      As for Fourth-Stage Messengers, that was even more out of the question. If a Foundation Messenger entered, the Skull Tower would instantly escalate into a Fourth-Stage demon. Even with their immense strength, it’d likely take four or five Foundation Messengers to break through the front hall.
    

    

    
      But three or four Foundation Messengers? Si Wuxie’s inheritance wouldn’t even be enough for them to divide among themselves.
    

    

    
      No wonder they valued the little sister so highly—the Thunderstorm Messenger, with her exceptional combat ability, really was their best hope of breaking this deadlock.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen pulled Bunny Heroine aside and asked,「Sister, do you have confidence? If you think the risk is too great...」
    

    

    
      「Big sis, do you know what ‘karmic force’ is?」Bunny Heroine suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      「What?」Medicine Master Wen was startled.「Karmic force... isn’t that a Buddhist term used to explain cause and effect? Is your family Buddhist?」
    

    

    
      「Nope, just suddenly remembered my brother mentioned the word once. Thought it was kind of interesting, it just popped into my head.」
    

    

    
      Brushing the question aside, Yan Qing recalled the image he had just seen. Besides the golden light and lotus platform, he had noticed two indicator bars appear on the Undying Skull Tower.
    

    

    
      One was a health bar, with a max of only 70%—probably the leftover damage from Si Wuxie. If one hit could chunk nearly a third of this DPS-check elite’s health bar, it could only have come from a Foundation Messenger.
    

    

    
      The other was a black-gray bar Yan Qing had never seen before, labeled ‘Karmic Force’, and it had already been reduced by 36%!
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      What came before was merely sightseeing. The next entry into the Forest of Corpses would be a real attempt to breach the front hall.
    

    

    
      But before entering, the Bunny Heroine turned to ask Medicine Master Wen:
    

    

    
      『Big Sister, do you really have a method to ensure your safety?』
    

    

    
      『Of course. I wouldn't lie about something this important. If we ran into danger and you could've saved me but didn't because you misunderstood, not only would I have died in vain, but it’d also make you feel guilty for the rest of your life.』
    

    

    
      『Not the rest of my life, maybe just half a month. Because my brother lets me eat ice cream once every half-month.』
    

    

    
      A flicker crossed Medicine Master Wen's mind. Ice cream was only produced in the secret realms of the Court of Liang. Could this girl be from one of the Liang aristocratic clans? The Qun Family? The Jie Family? She possessed the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement... Could she really be of the Shao Royal Clan?
    

    

    
      If she was from the Shao Royal Clan…
    

    

    
      『Then, Big Sister, does your method work inside a secret realm?』
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen blinked and hesitated: 『Not entirely sure. After all, this kind of life-saving method is only used in desperate situations. Who would deliberately test it in a secret realm—』
    

    

    
      『Big Sister, you’re just like my brother. Terrible at lying,』 the Bunny Heroine said faintly. 『If you really weren’t sure, you’d be taking it seriously the moment I pointed it out. Life-or-death matters make even my brother nervous. If you were trying to brush me off, you’d have made up a reason immediately.』
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen fell silent and reached out to rub the Bunny Heroine’s head.
    

    

    
      She had, of course, tested it already. Outside, she could teleport to the Thieves’ House anytime. But inside a secret realm, she couldn’t. Perhaps because the Thieves’ House was itself a secret realm—one could only enter from the outside, never from one secret realm into another.
    

    

    
      Once inside the Forest of Corpses, even ignoring how ferocious the demon monsters were in the legacy realm, just a surprise attack from the Three Guardians could easily cost her life.
    

    

    
      『They follow the Demon Path—no kin, no home, no country. Their only lifelong goal is Foundation Building,』 she said. 『I, on the other hand, walk the righteous path. I do have kin, home, and country. Which is why... I must build my foundation.』
    

    

    
      『That I’ve survived to the third-stage is all thanks to my father’s doting love. To go any further, I have to take risks. The path to Foundation Building has always been perilous. Even those with strong bloodlines struggle to escape calamity, let alone a fallen princess like me? But I'm still really happy that you care this much about me, little sister.』
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine was quiet for a moment: 『If you’re in danger, stay close to me. This heroine will think of something.』
    

    

    
      『Thank you.』 Medicine Master Wen bent down and hugged the Bunny Heroine, rubbing her face against hers. 『I’m so jealous of your brother. If only you really were my little sister.』
    

    

    
      『My brother’s probably jealous of me right now too. But your armor is kinda poky.』
    

    

    
      『Heehee.』 Medicine Master Wen looked at the Bunny Heroine seriously. 『No matter whose little sister you are, from now on, you’re also my little sister!』
    

    

    
      『I said—』
    

    

    
      『I’m the one recognizing you as my sister. Doesn’t matter if you accept it. Your brother has no say in it.』 Medicine Master Wen huffed, grabbing the Bunny Heroine’s hand. 『It’s settled!』
    

    

    
      What a self-serving woman. Yan Qing guessed she’d already made up her mind to abduct the Bunny Heroine with candy and ice cream. She was the type who always got what she wanted, a sovereign in her own right. Anything that belonged to her, she would never let go—like a food-guarding wolf baring its teeth at anyone who dared covet her things.
    

    

    
      Yet, the Bunny Heroine didn’t seem to dislike her. Yan Qing didn’t either.
    

    

    
      Upon re-entering the Forest of Corpses, the zombie demons had all returned to their positions. Even when the five of them approached the front hall’s boundary, the creatures ignored them. As long as the triggers weren’t activated, they didn’t react. Strange as it seemed, wasn’t that how most people were? Living like gears in a machine, day after day in the same stability.
    

    

    
      Only Messengers could break free from that bondage. Secret realms were games for the brave, where life and death held the chance for greater destiny. Walking beside them, Yan Qing felt as if he had become a seeker of the Dao himself.
    

    

    
      Seek the Dao with a heart of iron until death!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing leapt onto the bed and lay down, wiping his sweaty palms on his clothes.
    

    

    
      『Remember, we’re not aiming for a head-on fight. We just need one good strike.』 Boreuo said grimly. 『Whether we succeed or not, we retreat immediately. No need to rush it.』
    

    

    
      Boreuo meant it. Third-stage fighters from Shu Mountain were already rare, and those able to enter the Forest of Corpses were limited to the Three Guardians. Others like Fu Nan or Zhong Ji lacked the necessary tokens. They were good at killing people, but fighting demons? Not so much. They weren’t used to enemies that their tokens couldn’t instantly kill.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine aside, Medicine Master Wen was a fully-equipped third-stage Messenger with a rare long spear and precious armor. Fighters from military towns were typically more adept at battling demons—they were the ideal allies.
    

    

    
      Their willingness to give her the fourth seat as a Guardian wasn’t just because of the Bunny Heroine or the Return Token.
    

    

    
      『Six demons. With five of us, we can just slip through. Beiyou and I will each draw off two. Boreuo and the brat will trigger Thunderstorm. Wolf Demoness, watch for an opening to attack, and cover Boreuo and the brat afterward,』 Blood Minister restated the plan solemnly.
    

    

    
      Being the fastest among them, Blood Minister had been designated the key role. But with his rocky history with the two girls, calling their enmity "deep as the sea" wouldn’t be an exaggeration. Could he really fight side-by-side with them?
    

    

    
      As if seeing through the doubts in Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine, Beiyou said calmly, 『Suffering together is easy. Sharing fortune is the hard part.』
    

    

    
      Yes, even if a betrayal was coming, they’d at least need to pass the front hall first.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen exhaled deeply, glancing toward the nearby Skull Tower, forcing down her disgust. Just then, the Bunny Heroine gently touched her hand. Startled, Medicine Master Wen’s eyes curved into a sly smile: 『Don’t worry.』
    

    

    
      『On three, we go. Three, two, one!』
    

    

    
      With Boreuo’s thunderous shout, the five of them crossed the boundary and stepped into the front hall! The six zombie demons immediately awoke, and the Undying Skull Tower began to wail—a piercing shriek that sliced through eardrums and straight into the brain!
    

    

    
      Blood Minister slashed at the two demons to the right, leaving deep gashes in their dry corpses—but no blood spilled; it had long dried up. As the two demons struck from both sides, Blood Minister moved like a stroll through a courtyard, not even brushing his sleeves.
    

    

    
      Beiyou, in contrast, was pure violence. They’d expected him to use agility to lure the demons—but he kicked!
    

    

    
      Yes, Beiyou practiced the rare leg-based martial art. His boots were third-stage rare gear, wrapped in black-red demonic light. With a spinning kick, he sent a zombie demon flying five or six steps away!
    

    

    
      Landing, he spun like a top and floored a second zombie with another kick!
    

    

    
      This was the advantage of blunt-force weapons over cutting ones—chances of causing displacement, stun, or even knockdown. But it required vastly superior Vital Energy and Dexterity. Beiyou was no liar. He was likely a peak level-39 third-stage. His stats had reached mortal limits!
    

    

    
      With four demons drawn away, Boreuo, Bunny Heroine, and Medicine Master Wen approached the Skull Tower. When the zombies struck, Boreuo and the Bunny Heroine dodged perfectly and triggered Thunderstorm—then all three launched a flurry of ultra-fast strikes on the Skull Tower!
    

    

    
      Seven-Star Sword, Hands of Hundredfold Refinement, Thunderstorm—activated!
    

    

    
      To land massive burst damage, Yan Qing didn’t trigger Shining. But thanks to two attack-speed tokens Boreuo had given her, the Bunny Heroine could now strike fourteen times in 0.35 seconds during Thunderstorm!
    

    

    
      Boreuo wasn’t to be outdone either. Despite the typically slow nature of long staves, he spun his weapon like a river of sticks. In this moment, his power as Shu Mountain’s Guardian was undeniable—revered by even the Demon Path Messengers. Fierce as a wrathful Vajra, his fury held no mercy.
    

    

    
      Time was short and secrecy was key, so Medicine Master Wen didn’t use her killing move, Spinning Lamp Flow. Instead, she pulled aggro from a zombie demon to stack damage on her Vajra Armor—meanwhile completing half her cover duty, since that demon had just been chasing the Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      Blood Minister and Beiyou soon joined in. The combined might of five third-stage fighters poured their damage into the Undying Skull Tower! Cracks exploded, skulls flew—collapse seemed imminent!
    

    

    
      But it didn’t collapse!
    

    

    
      Worse, it rapidly regenerated. A golden Buddhist light rose from the lotus dais beneath it, restoring dozens of shattered skulls!
    

    

    
      『Retreat!』
    

    

    
      Boreuo shouted, and the group withdrew from the Forest of Corpses secret realm.
    

    

    
      Chilly night winds blew. In the distance, the clamor of Demon-Path Messengers rang out—someone had puked, and the others burst into laughter. The five of them sat nearby, each replenishing Spirit with Spirit Jade. Their gazes met, expressions finally beginning to ease.
    

    

    
      『Not bad,』 Boreuo encouraged. 『That was just our first try, and we nearly shattered the Skull Tower. A few more tries and we’ll make it.』
    

    

    
      『After all these years, there’s finally hope,』 Beiyou chuckled. 『Blood Minister, don’t you think your brother deserves to die?』
    

    

    
      The smile that had started to form on Blood Minister’s lips froze. He glanced at Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine, grinding his teeth in silence.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen found Beiyou more and more unreadable. He seemed intent on keeping the team together until they cleared the secret realm, yet now he deliberately stirred the pot. Was it to warn Blood Minister, or to remind them not to let their guard down?
    

    

    
      Rational yet whimsical, principled yet reckless—perhaps only the Demon Path could raise such a man.
    

    

    
      『You won’t succeed.』
    

    

    
      As optimism swelled among them, a crisp voice splashed cold water on them.
    

    

    
      『If you don’t change something, you’ll fail no matter how many times you try,』 the Bunny Heroine said calmly. 『The Skull Tower will never shatter. No matter how hard we hit it, it’ll regenerate instantly.』
    

    

    
      『How would you know? You’ve only tried once,』 Blood Minister sneered. 『Do you know how many times we’ve challenged the Forest of Corpses?』
    

    

    
      『My brother says, a dog eating shit for the ten-thousandth time still doesn’t change the fact it’s eating shit. Even if you think it tastes good, it’s still shit.』
    

    

    
      『You—』
    

    

    
      『Why are you so sure?』 Boreuo wasn’t angry. He asked instead.
    

    

    
      Why? Because I saw its Health Bar hit zero!
    

    

    
      It might’ve been just a sliver left, sure. But Yan Qing didn’t believe in such coincidences. And the Karmic Force meter hadn’t budged as the HP dropped. That clearly meant the HP bar was fake—reducing Karmic Force was the real key!
    

    

    
      『Try again if you want,』 the Bunny Heroine said lazily. 『This heroine will just mock you when you fail again.』
    

    

    
      The Three Guardians exchanged glances, emotions swirling. Though their time together was short, they didn’t think the Bunny Heroine was bluffing. And honestly, that Skull Tower should have shattered.
    

    

    
      『Then do you have a plan, brat? Or are you just looking for an excuse to give up?』 Blood Minister asked.
    

    

    
      『Since you’ve got the nerve to ask, I’ll be kind and tell you,』 said the Bunny Heroine. 『Didn’t Boreuo say we shouldn’t use Buddhist tokens to attack? He was wrong. Only with Buddhist weapons can we break through the front hall!』
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      「Rabbit Benefactor, are you sure the Skull Tower can only be broken with a Buddhist Token?」
    

    

    
      Outside the Forest of Corpses, Boreuo spoke as he lifted a nearby water vat and poured its contents over himself, slowly but forcefully rinsing his entire body. As the cold water hit his sinewy, muscular torso, steam actually rose in a misty haze—he looked as if he were cooling red-hot steel.
    

    

    
      They had just attempted another assault on the Forest of Corpses, and the result, naturally, was another failed retreat. Though the Skull Tower was once again battered nearly to pieces, it still stood tenaciously atop the lotus platform. The moment Bunny Heroine and Boreuo exited Thunderstorm Time, their damage-per-second dropped sharply, and the lotus platform would instantly restore the tower to its original state.
    

    

    
      Their regular output couldn’t keep pace with the lotus platform’s healing speed at all.
    

    

    
      If their first retreat from the Forest of Corpses was still filled with hope, the second one left only a deep sense of powerlessness—like a monkey diligently practicing swimming to reach the moon reflected in a lake, only to realize upon getting close that it was all an illusion… All those years of persistence now felt like nothing but a futile dream.
    

    

    
      「Boreuo, how can there be any certainties in this kind of thing?」 Before Bunny Heroine could respond, Medicine Master Wen immediately snapped back: 「It’s just a guess! My younger sister kindly offered to help think of a solution, and you’re demanding guarantees? Do you want us to guarantee you’ll get Si Wuxie’s inheritance and complete a Foundation Fourth-Stage right after clearing the front hall?」
    

    

    
      Like a mother hen shielding her chick, Medicine Master Wen stood protectively in front of Bunny Heroine, boldly retorting Boreuo’s somewhat impatient questioning without a hint of fear—even though she had just witnessed Boreuo’s fierce, ghost-god-like bravery in the Forest of Corpses.
    

    

    
      Clearly, when she said she saw Bunny Heroine as her own little sister, it wasn’t some ‘I really like you, sis’ kind of sentiment, but rather a declaration of: ‘From now on, you’re the most important person to me.’
    

    

    
      But hey, I started this alt just so I could be sharp-tongued, defiant, and stir up trouble. You refute people so brilliantly—who’s going to make up for the game experience I’m missing out on?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing sighed and moved Bunny Heroine to stand in front of Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      「Believe it or not, that’s up to you. But let me say this up front—this lady will be equipping a Buddhist weapon the next time she enters the Forest of Corpses.」 Bunny Heroine shoved the Seven-Star Sword into her storage and replaced it with the Seven-Step Buddha Recitation, her face frosty and aloof: 「I’ve no interest in wasting my time with you lot.」
    

    

    
      「We’ve already paid to hire your assistance,」 said Boreuo.
    

    

    
      「Then draw a line for me—how many times are we supposed to assist you? Five? Ten?」 Bunny Heroine replied. 「How many times will it take before you give up?」
    

    

    
      「Boreuo, it’s time to accept reality.」
    

    

    
      Surprisingly, it was the Blood Minister who supported her. While drawing spirit energy from a withered tree, he wore a dark expression, but his tone remained calm: 「Whether this silly girl is right or not, our current method is definitely wrong. No matter how many times we try, it’ll be meaningless.」
    

    

    
      「Relying on burst damage alone won’t destroy the Skull Tower,」 Medicine Master Wen’s tone softened. If the Three Guardians only leaned toward believing, she completely believed in Bunny Heroine’s judgment: 「Just like you can’t curse someone to death with insults alone. If the method is wrong, effort is pointless.」
    

    

    
      Boreuo’s expression twisted with conflict: 「But the key to breaking the impasse might not be a Buddhist Token. We could—」
    

    

    
      「Could what? Waste several more years collecting various tokens to test them one by one?」 the Blood Minister retorted bluntly. 「Do you and I even have that much time left? Once age sets in and our Vital Energy and Blood wane, even if we inherit Si Wuxie’s legacy, what hope will decrepit old us have to reach Foundation?」
    

    

    
      「Not to mention, what if the token that breaks the formation causes a reaction like the lotus platform again? Would you search for yet another method then? Honestly, the moment you discovered the monk’s staff triggered changes in the Skull Tower, I already suspected that Buddhist Tokens were the key. But back then, we couldn’t even damage the Skull Tower, and boosting the lotus platform’s power was too risky, so I buried that thought.」
    

    

    
      「Boreuo, we from the Demon Path walk against the tide, despised by the world. If we start hesitating in the face of opportunity, we might as well return to the temple and become a bald monk again.」   
    

    

    
      Silence fell over the Forest of Corpses’ entrance. Only the Blood Minister’s slightly raspy voice echoed in the stillness. No one had expected him to react so forcefully and decisively. To be honest, even Yan Qing himself wasn’t sure—if the Buddhist Token couldn’t break the impasse and instead triggered the Skull Tower’s evolution, that was a real possibility. So there was no way he could make any guarantees.
    

    

    
      But the Blood Minister’s conviction was almost excessive. Perhaps this inheritance Secret Realm had consumed too much of their dedication—Boreuo couldn’t tolerate risk, while the Blood Minister couldn’t tolerate stagnation.
    

    

    
      To gamble meant risking everything. Not gambling meant never winning. The righteous path could afford not to gamble—they had masters and families. But what did the Demon Path have?
    

    

    
      They had only one life—a life with no kin, no roots, no nation.
    

    

    
      「That undying golden light on the Skull Tower,」 Beiyou spoke slowly, 「I believe it was left by Si Wuxie as a hint.」
    

    

    
      Even without mentioning Bunny Heroine and Medicine Master Wen, Beiyou and the Blood Minister’s stance alone was enough to shift the tide. Boreuo let out a long sigh, stowed away his Rare Long Staff, and replaced it with a golden-glowing Nine-Ring Monk’s Staff. The monk’s staff radiated sacred solemnity, its body etched with intricate patterns. When it hit the ground with a heavy thud, the entire forest stirred from the sound of the nine rings, and even Yan Qing outside the screen felt a wave of tranquility.
    

    

    
      「This humble monk was attached to appearances,」 Boreuo recited a Buddhist chant, now devoid of hesitation in his eyes: 「We shall proceed as the Rabbit Benefactor suggests, cleansing demonic aura with the Buddhist path’s thunder.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had expected them to eventually accept this plan, but not so soon—only two runs and they already changed their mindset. He thought they’d take several days. That was his own underestimation. While locals couldn’t see Health Bars, they weren’t fools. The Skull Tower’s nearly locked-health state wasn’t even pretending anymore.
    

    

    
      As they reached the boundary of the front hall again, Boreuo declared: 「No matter what happens, this shall be our final attempt tonight.」
    

    

    
      「Or perhaps the final attempt, period,」 Beiyou added wistfully.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen and Yan Qing both realized the same thing—this guy always brought up the one thing no one wanted to hear.
    

    

    
      「May we achieve our wish,」 Boreuo said. 「Only this humble monk and the Rabbit Benefactor have Buddhist Tokens, so the rest of you need not approach the Skull Tower. Focus solely on handling the demons.」
    

    

    
      Perhaps they should have formulated a more cautious plan—such as calling in more Third-Stage players to help draw the monsters away. After all, only Bunny Heroine and Boreuo were the main attackers this time; the others were just support, and the requirements for support were lower… But at this point, everyone had thrown caution to the wind. They just wanted to go all-in and let fate unveil the answer.
    

    

    
      「Three, two, one!」
    

    

    
      At the signal, the five stepped into the front hall once more, executing the plan. Everything went smoothly. Bunny Heroine had already lured the monsters to the Skull Tower and was swinging the Seven-Step Buddha Recitation during Thunderstorm Time, stabbing countless holes into the Skull Tower!
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, since the Seven-Step Buddha Recitation earned its name by killing monks, did it still count as a Buddhist weapon?
    

    

    
      However, Boreuo made a mistake—whether due to accumulated fatigue from the previous runs or internal anxiety and unease, he failed to trigger Thunderstorm Time. He merely dodged the zombie demon’s attack normally! Clearly, he was shocked. One failure didn’t matter much, but if he couldn’t even activate Thunderstorm Time during his most focused initial dodge, he might not be able to trigger it at all in subsequent evasions.
    

    

    
      At that crucial moment, Medicine Master Wen suddenly shouted, and the Soul-Severing Spear struck out openly, aimed straight at Boreuo’s centerline—swift and steady!
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      Boreuo did not let Medicine Master Wen’s efforts go to waste. He seized the opportunity to unleash Thunderstorm, his monk’s staff pouring into the Skull Tower like a golden river!
    

    

    
      Under Yan Qing’s watchful gaze, the Skull Tower’s health didn’t decrease much, but its Karmic Force was plummeting at lightning speed. Meanwhile, the lotus platform beneath the tower was rapidly expanding and solidifying! What was once a phantom Three-Petal Lotus Platform had transformed into a Nine-Petal Golden Lotus by the time Thunderstorm Time ended!
    

    

    
      The Skull Tower let out a clattering roar that sounded like both a mournful wail and a venomous laugh. In Boreuo’s despairing eyes, the previously incurable golden injury on the Skull Tower began to regenerate—inch by inch!
    

    

    
      Noticing this, Beiyou and the Blood Minister’s expressions darkened. If the Nine-Petal Lotus Platform could even heal golden injuries, then they had utterly no hope of breaking through the front hall.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen had already prepared for the worst. If the enemy turned their wrath on them, she would have to find a way to lead Wu Qiu and Shi Dong out of Shu Mountain.
    

    

    
      But just then, the Bunny Heroine slashed her sword against the Skull Tower.
    

    

    
      「Chop it now, you bald donkey, what are you spacing out for!?」she shouted.「Didn’t you notice we can leave golden wounds too? You hold them off!」
    

    

    
      Boreuo jolted awake as if from a dream and hurriedly swung his monk’s staff at the Skull Tower, indeed leaving a faint golden mark upon it.
    

    

    
      「Fu Xiang, how dare you commit such treason—murdering your master and friends!」
    

    

    
      「Fu Xiang, the righteous path will never forgive you!」
    

    

    
      「Fu Xiang, how dare you stir trouble here!」
    

    

    
      「Fu Xiang, stop now—you cannot kill me!」
    

    

    
      Dozens of skulls atop the tower screamed and roared in unison. It was as if the Buddhist Tokens of the Bunny Heroine and Boreuo had awakened old memories in them. Under Yan Qing’s gaze, the Skull Tower’s maximum health continued to drop—but at the same time, its Karmic Force was surging upward.
    

    

    
      Based on Yan Qing’s vast experience as a single-player Brahmin, the Skull Tower was likely in a ‘Defense Broken’ state. All damage from Buddhist Tokens would reduce its maximum HP, and no amount of lotus platform healing would help. But once its Karmic Force fully recovered, the Skull Tower would become blood-locked again—and given the Nine-Petal Lotus’s regenerative power, it might even return to full health.
    

    

    
      If they didn’t destroy it now, next time they’d have to deplete its Karmic Force all over again—plus deal with a fully healed Skull Tower!
    

    

    
      The tower’s screaming also shifted the aggro of nearby zombie demons. They abandoned their current targets and charged straight at Boreuo and the Bunny Heroine. Though the others tried to intercept them, Boreuo still took several hits. His Defensive Token teetered on the brink of collapse. The Bunny Heroine, of course, remained unscathed—darting and striking, a level of maneuvering that posed no challenge at all for Yan Qing.
    

    

    
      The Skull Tower’s Karmic Force surged—80, 85, 90, 95, 98——
    

    

    
      「Fu Xiang, I curse you to never reincarnate!」
    

    

    
      With that venomous curse, the Skull Tower’s lotus platform completely collapsed, and the tower itself shattered into countless bone fragments. The six remaining zombie demons froze mid-motion, slowly turning to dust and merging with the earth.
    

    

    
      Two glowing spoils of war dropped where the tower had once stood. Seeing that no one else paid them any mind, the Bunny Heroine boldly strode forward and picked them up.
    

    

    
      「You have freed a sinner from the Unending Hell.」
    

    

    
      「Based on your level and contribution, you absorbed 1 point of Calamity Karmic Force. Click to view details.」
    

    

    
      「You triggered a Calamity Milestone!」
    

    

    
      「You’ve comprehended Secret Technique · Left Curve, Right Sweep. Current level: 5」
    

    

    
      「Your Vital Energy and Blood increased by 3.2」
    

    

    
      「Your Spirit increased by 2.4」
    

    

    
      「Your Dexterity increased by 3.2」
    

    

    
      「You’ve reached Level 24!」   
    

    

    
      This alt finally grasped a Secret Technique—and started right at level 5. Even the Bunny Heroine gained four levels in one go. As expected, fighting demons was far better for leveling up than killing people.
    

    

    
      The five of them stood in the now-empty front hall. The sound of battle had vanished completely, and none could recover their senses for a long moment.
    

    

    
      Splurt!
    

    

    
      Like burst water pipes, wet sounds came from Boreuo’s body. When the Bunny Heroine turned to look, he was already half-kneeling on the ground, blood gushing out. Every exposed muscle showed visible tears, as if he’d been ripped apart like shredded chicken—horrifyingly brutal.
    

    

    
      Beiyou and the Blood Minister seemed unfazed. Boreuo swallowed a Healing Pill and smiled bitterly.「Old problem. This humble monk can use Thunderstorm three times per day at most, and each time my entire musculature is torn apart—thankfully, no organ damage. I heard Bunny Benefactor’s used Thunderstorm nearly ten times today with zero effects—this humble monk cannot compare.」
    

    

    
      No wonder Boreuo had said it was his last attempt tonight. After this, he’d have no combat strength left at all.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s heart stirred. It seemed Beiyou hadn’t lied—they truly were good friends. Boreuo dared expose his weakness in front of these two who’d killed their way up the mountain today. He clearly believed Beiyou and the Blood Minister would protect him.
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing came back to her senses, she saw Medicine Master Wen crouched anxiously before the Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      「Sister, are you alright? Here, take a Healing Pill.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen had heard of the Thunderstorm Messenger’s unique traits but never looked deeply into it. Besides, the Bunny Heroine had never shown signs of weakness, so she hadn’t thought much of it. Yet even someone like Boreuo, one of the Three Guardians, could only use Thunderstorm three times a day. One could imagine the toll it took on the body.
    

    

    
      「No need.」the Bunny Heroine declined.「Thunderstorm doesn’t affect me at all.」
    

    

    
      「How can you be sure? What if it’s an internal injury?」
    

    

    
      「My brother said so. He said I’m a one-in-a-million Slaughter Saint Physique, born with a Supreme Bone—mere Thunderstorm can’t hurt me in the slightest.」
    

    

    
      「Your brother’s a dumbass.」
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the Blood Minister burst into wild laughter, face half-covered. He laughed maniacally, uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      「We finally broke through the front hall—there’s hope at last!」he roared.「Boreuo, didn’t I say I was right all along? We should’ve used Buddhist Tokens from the start!」
    

    

    
      「Hey, hey, uncle, got no shame? I was the first to bring it up, okay?」the Bunny Heroine snapped.「Now it’s over, and you’re hogging all the credit?」
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister cursed,「Bullshit! I thought of this ten years ago—you just happened to be in the right place at the right time! Even without you, we’d have broken through eventually!」
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine sneered,「Then why didn’t you do it before? Didn’t want to?」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen sat on the floor hugging the Soul-Severing Spear, absorbing Spirit Jade to restore her Spirit. She felt like she was back at the garrison assaulting Secret Realms—during breaks between offensives, she would banter and bicker with the soldiers. Differences in status blurred to near-invisibility inside the Secret Realm. Everyone’s first impression of one another came from fighting side by side.
    

    

    
      That was how she’d managed to escape the garrison… Even though the commander had sealed the garrison ahead of time, the Embroidered Guard’s intel still reached her through her teammates. Facing the supreme authority of the imperial court, they dared not rebel—but they could offer Medicine Master Wen as much help as possible.
    

    

    
      That was the magic of the Secret Realm—melding all kinds of people into a group that acknowledged each other.
    

    

    
      「Hey.」Beiyou suddenly called out from the front hall’s gate:
    

    

    
      「I think I see a treasure chest.」
    

    

    
      At those words, everyone’s expression changed—Medicine Master Wen’s included.
    

    

    
      Every united group ends… in division.
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      Chapter 166: Heavenly Gang and Earthly Fiends
    

    

    
      What would Si Wuxie’s inheritance be like?
    

    

    
      Would everything be stored in the deepest part, with only the last survivor gaining all the rewards; or would it be placed in stages, rewarding challengers a bit at a time as they advanced? If it were the latter, where would they be placed?
    

    

    
      The answer was as expected: treasure chests.
    

    

    
      As containers, Secret Realm treasure chests always held distinct advantages, such as indestructibility—even a Foundation Messenger couldn’t break them, they said; or time-freezing effects that kept food unspoiled indefinitely.
    

    

    
      The chest was opened together, and then Medicine Master Wen and Beiyou dumped everything out, ensuring that all items were untouched and original.
    

    

    
      「Six items in total,」 Beiyou said. 「These Spirit Jade amount to about thirty thousand. We’ll count them as one share. Any objections?」
    

    

    
      Everyone nodded, agreeing with this calculation. No one cared about the thirty thousand Spirit Jade—all eyes were on the other five items.
    

    

    
      「According to our previous agreement, we get to choose second and fifth,」 said Medicine Master Wen. 「You all can go first.」
    

    

    
      As she spoke, she had already gripped the Soul-Severing Spear. Bunny Heroine, though lazy in demeanor, had never sheathed her Seven-Step Buddha Recitation.
    

    

    
      Though their strength didn’t match the Three Guardians, Boreuo was already half-crippled and no longer a concern. Moreover, their goal wasn’t to defeat the Guardians but to reclaim the spoils that rightfully belonged to them. They still had a shot.
    

    

    
      After a short silence, the Blood Minister suddenly said, 「Boreuo, what are you waiting for? Or are you handing the pick to me this time?」
    

    

    
      His words slightly eased the tension.
    

    

    
      Boreuo gave a wry smile. 「This poor monk is exhausted and in pain. Seeing so many treasures, it’s hard not to hesitate.」
    

    

    
      「What’s there to hesitate for? Just take the most valuable one!」
    

    

    
      「Why are you in such a rush? It’s not even your turn next.」
    

    

    
      Soaked in blood, Boreuo chanted a Buddhist verse. 「Then I shall take this piece of Heavenly Gang.」
    

    

    
      He reached out and picked up the branch on the ground—half withered, half lush, glowing green and white—and placed it into his Storage Ring. Though everyone had expected it, their hearts still ached, as if a piece of flesh had been sliced off.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen immediately stepped forward and took a smooth stone orb. The Blood Minister glared in fury. 「You really dare take it!」
    

    

    
      「Why wouldn’t I?」 Medicine Master Wen sneered, storing the orb.
    

    

    
      What Boreuo and Medicine Master Wen had taken were the most valuable spoils in the chest—very likely Si Wuxie’s own inheritance: Heavenly Gang • Reviving Branch and Earthly Fiend • Immobilizing Stone!
    

    

    
      They were prized because the Thirty-Six Heavenly Gang and Seventy-Two Earthly Fiends were Foundation-grade Spirit Items capable of greatly enhancing the success rate and power of a Foundation transformation!
    

    

    
      The Fourth Transition of Foundation, being the most critical class change for most players in The Messenger, was widely discussed on forums, especially among min-maxers. Yan Qing knew it well.
    

    

    
      Before a Foundation Transition, a player could absorb one Heavenly Gang item and one Earthly Fiend item. While Foundation could proceed without them, the strength of one’s Dao Foundation would be left to the system’s RNG. But with the right Heavenly Gang and Earthly Fiend combo, one could lock in a T0/T1-tier protagonist-grade Dao Foundation!
    

    

    
      And these items weren’t just for before Foundation—they were even more sought after post-Foundation. Compared to Spirit Jade, Heavenly Gang and Earthly Fiends were the most stable hard currency among Foundation Messengers, frequently used in high-end trades.
    

    

    
      [Reviving Branch]
    

    

    
      [Grade: Heavenly Gang]
    

    

    
      [Absorption: Absorbing the Reviving Branch grants +50 Vital Energy and Blood and the Reviving Physique: all damage leaves at least 1 HP. Cooldown: 24 hours. Invalid after Foundation. (Each person can only absorb one Heavenly Gang and one Earthly Fiend item.)]
    

    

    
      [Infuse: Infuse the Reviving Branch into a Defensive Token to enhance its defensive Authority. (Each Authority can only be enhanced once by one Heavenly Gang and one Earthly Fiend item.)]
    

    

    
      [Reforge: Reforge the Reviving Branch with a Defensive Token to gain more desirable defensive Authority. (The more Heavenly Gang and Earthly Fiend items used, the better the outcome.)]
    

    

    
      [Click to view combinations]
    

    

    
      [Immobilizing Stone]
    

    

    
      [Grade: Earthly Fiend]
    

    

    
      [Absorption: Absorbing the Immobilizing Stone grants +50 Spirit and grants Immobilization Technique: your attacks have a chance to immobilize the enemy. The longer the interval between attacks and the lower the enemy’s level, the higher the chance and duration. Invalid after Foundation.]
    

    

    
      [Infuse: Infuse the Immobilizing Stone into a Weapon Token to add or enhance immobilization effects.]
    

    

    
      [Reforge: Reforge the Immobilizing Stone with a Weapon Token to gain better Binding Authority.]
    

    

    
      [Click to view combinations]
    

    

    
      100 attribute points!
    

    

    
      When Yan Qing saw these two items, he genuinely wanted to throw caution to the wind and snatch them. If he could absorb this pair, he’d gain a straight 100-point stat boost. Once he hit Third Job Change, who could kill him? Who dared? Plus, he’d have both Reviving Physique and Immobilization Technique!
    

    

    
      But he held back. If the first stage already had such rich rewards, there might be even better things later. A Foundation Pill, perhaps!
    

    

    
      As for Infuse and Reforge, they were things only Foundation Messengers could use. For instance, a Legendary Token with three Authority traits—if each was enhanced, that’s three Heavenly Gang-Earthly Fiend pairs. And a full Messenger loadout had at least six Tokens. Full enhancement required eighteen pairs minimum.
    

    

    
      Reforge was even scarier. As mentioned, Legendary Traits came in T0/T1/T2 tiers. Only through Reforge could one potentially obtain the perfect 1T0/2T1 setup. But Reforging consumed Heavenly Gang and Earthly Fiends like a bottomless pit.
    

    

    
      After the pair was taken, the remaining items were still good, but no one was very excited. Beiyou and the Blood Minister each took a Rare Third-Stage Token, and Bunny Heroine took a manual. The leftover thirty thousand Spirit Jade was given to her too.
    

    

    
      [Secret Technique Research Book]
    

    

    
      [Requirement: Must know at least one Secret Technique]
    

    

    
      [Effect: Instantly grants 10,000 EXP to your Secret Technique. Chance to enhance its effects.]
    

    

    
      This was exactly what Yan Qing needed. He had two Secret Techniques, and leveling them up through practice alone would take forever. Without EXP books, he might never hit Third Job Change.
    

    

    
      Loot division done, everyone exchanged looks. Their faces showed both disappointment and greed for what lay ahead.
    

    

    
      「Let’s head back. Boreuo is injured, and we’re all tired,」 said the Blood Minister. 「We’ll explore the Courtyard later.」
    

    

    
      “Later” might never come.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen understood that they wanted to ditch her and Bunny Heroine. After all, the Front Hall needed the Thunderstorm Messenger, but the Courtyard might not. If they could explore it on their own, why split the loot?
    

    

    
      But understanding was useless. At most, they could protect themselves. Standing equal to the Guardians was a dream. Getting an Earthly Fiend already surpassed expectations—they had to take what they could get.
    

    

    
      After leaving the Forest of Corpses and parting ways with the Three Guardians, Medicine Master Wen finally relaxed. She turned to Bunny Heroine and took out the Immobilizing Orb from her Storage Ring. 「Sister—」
    

    

    
      「Unless you’re offering that Earthly Fiend as a dowry to marry me to my brother, I won’t accept it,」 Bunny Heroine said. 「Also, I need that Secret Technique Research Book.」
    

    

    
      「You can have both spoils,」 said Medicine Master Wen. 「You did the most work; I never had the right to share.」
    

    

    
      「You keep it. That Earthly Fiend doesn’t suit me. But if we find more Heavenly Gang or Earthly Fiend items, I get first pick.」
    

    

    
      「Your brother doesn’t suit it either? He sounds like a slow-paced person.」
    

    

    
      「You’re not allowed to care about my brother!」
    

    

    
      「Why not? Jealous? Weren’t you just talking dowries?」
    

    

    
      「But thinking it over, it’d be such a waste for Big Sister to marry him...」
    

    

    
      Watching the two girls walk back together on the screen, Yan Qing felt little attachment. Once calm, he realized the Immobilizing Orb wasn’t his top choice. If he were to Foundation, he’d want the best Heavenly Gang-Earthly Fiend combo.
    

    

    
      And Medicine Master Wen, with that Earthly Fiend, might be able to hold her own against the Three Guardians.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t particularly attached to her. But without her, this Shu Mountain journey would’ve been far duller... fine, fine. He just wanted her to grow stronger, so even if Bunny Heroine left, she could still protect herself and her attendants.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t understand her stubbornness but respected her conviction.
    

    

    
      They had fought side by side many times. To him, she was a teammate, and helping her needed no further reason—just as covering allies in battle required no second thought.
    

    

    
      「Then I’ll accept it,」 said Medicine Master Wen. She wasn’t shy. She knew what the Immobilizing Orb meant to her. 「If the Three Guardians no longer invite us, or there are no more Heavenly Gang or Earthly Fiend items, I swear I’ll find another pair for you.」
    

    

    
      With a wry smile, she added, 「I wanted to repay your kindness, but now I just owe you more and more.」
    

    

    
      「Heh heh, that’s the Bunny Heroine’s plan! Someday you’ll owe me so much you’ll have to sell yourself to me!」
    

    

    
      「I can sell myself to you right now,」 Medicine Master Wen grinned, hugging her. 「Let’s bathe and sleep together tonight.」
    

    

    
      「No way! I have to stand watch. And you stink of sweat!」 Bunny Heroine pinched her nose.
    

    

    
      「It won’t stink after a bath! Don’t run! Wu Qiu, Shi Dong, come help bathe our heroine!」
    

    

    
      「Coming~」
    

    

    
      As the usual hazy white mist filled the screen, accompanied by splashy water sounds and playful giggles, one could vaguely make out titillating outlines—or maybe it was just imagination.
    

    

    
      「Miss, please stop hugging her like that. The heroine can’t breathe.」
    

    

    
      「Sorry, sorry, got carried away.」
    

    

    
      「So big...」
    

    

    
      「Don’t be jealous, sister. Big isn’t great—shoulders hurt, always need to bind for movement, which gets sweaty and stuffy...」
    

    

    
      As their conversation drifted into mysterious topics, Yan Qing switched to Ye Si’s account and opened the Public Storage, checking the two items just deposited.
    

    

    
      The real reason he gave up the Earthly Fiend Immobilizing Stone to Medicine Master Wen, aside from the reasons mentioned, was that he had already gotten his share of rewards.
    

    

    
      『Earthly Fiend • Head-Continuing Skull』!
    

    

    
      『Rare Third-Stage Token • Bodhisattva Jade Pendant』!
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      Chapter 167: Calamity Milestone
    

    

    
      『Skull of Continuation』
    

    

    
      「Grade: Earthfiend」
    

    

    
      「Absorb: Absorbing the Skull of Continuation grants 50 Spirit Points and the “Fate of Continuation.” The more severe the damage you receive, the faster your recovery rate becomes. Upon receiving fatal damage, the recovery speed reaches its maximum, healing all injuries at ten times the original rate. Invalid after Foundation Establishment.」
    

    

    
      「Inject: Injecting the Skull of Continuation into a Token strengthens its recovery authority.」
    

    

    
      「Reforge: Reforging the Skull of Continuation with a Token allows players to acquire more desirable recovery authority.」
    

    

    
      「Click to view combination options」
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      『Bodhisattva Jade Pendant』
    

    

    
      「Grade: Third-Stage Precious」
    

    

    
      「Durability: 80/80」
    

    

    
      「Equip Requirement: 15 Spirit Points」
    

    

    
      「Equip Effect: +5 Spirit Points」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Compassion: After activating Compassion, all damage received will be delayed by three seconds before taking effect, and will be reduced by 30% (up to a maximum of 300 true damage reduction). Activating Compassion consumes 50 Spirit Energy and drains 3 Spirit Energy per second. It ends when Spirit is depleted.」
    

    

    
      「Effect · Blessing: If no defensive Token is equipped or the defensive Token lacks damage reduction, gain 15% base damage reduction. If the Token does have a damage reduction effect, gain an additional 5% stacking reduction, up to a max of 50%.」
    

    

    
      「Evaluation: Witnesses the suffering of all beings, manifests to bring salvation.」
    

    

    
      Big drop!
    

    

    
      Loot from demons wasn't guaranteed—sometimes, with bad luck, only Spirit Jade would drop, which was quite normal. But with good luck, Yan Qing had once looted a Second-Stage Rare White Iron Straight Blade from Zheng Shan. After refining it into a Flame Pattern Long Blade, he gave it to Ye Si.
    

    

    
      Although Earthfiend-grade items could appear in Third-Stage Secret Realms, the drop rate was only about 1–2%. It was impossible to encounter one without dozens of runs. As for Third-Stage Rare, that was the top-tier reward in those realms. Under normal circumstances, players would only get a Third-Stage Rare Token.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t believe this was just luck. If he were truly lucky, he would’ve started as a chosen hero, blessed by four gods, or wielded world-altering power from his own home. At the very least, he’d be surrounded by a harem of sweet princesses, sexy generals, and adorable maids—living a blissful, carefree life.
    

    

    
      Instead, he’d been thrown into the sunless Thieves’ House, scheming with bandits and running missions with them.
    

    

    
      Though to be fair, that wasn’t entirely fair to Black Wolf and White Fox. They were reliable teammates—unlike someone else...
    

    

    
      If Yan Qing was right, this big drop likely had nothing to do with luck, and everything to do with his sweat and effort.
    

    

    
      Because after they depleted the Karmic Force of the Skull Tower to zero and killed it, the game displayed a message Yan Qing had never seen before. He hadn’t had time to read it earlier, but now he could analyze it properly:
    

    

    
      「You have released a Sinner from the Unending Hell.」
    

    

    
      「In this battle, you successfully released a Sinner from the Unending Hell who was over 10 levels higher than your own. Your total contribution was 36%, above the 25% threshold but below the 50% doubling threshold.」
    

    

    
      「You absorbed 1 point of Calamity Karmic Force!」
    

    

    
      「You have triggered the Calamity Milestone!」
    

    

    
      「Calamity: You currently possess 1 point of Calamity Karmic Force. The auxiliary milestone【Disaster】has been unlocked. Accumulating more Calamity Karmic Force will unlock more auxiliary milestones.
    

    

    
      Disaster: All your attacks deal True Damage equal to your Calamity Karmic Force. Currently: 1 point.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing noticed it didn’t say that the Bunny Heroine killed the Undying Skull Tower. It said she “released a Sinner from the Unending Hell.” Whatever that meant, “release” clearly wasn’t the same as “kill.” Death implied tragedy; release, on the other hand, suggested joy for the released—like saying, “I never have to come back again.”
    

    

    
      If “release” meant completely erasing a demon from existence—even preventing its respawn in the Secret Realm—then the big drop made perfect sense.
    

    

    
      After all, if the monster would never appear again, this was the only chance to make it drop something amazing. Why save it for some posthumous tribute at Qingming? Yan Qing could already imagine what the forum players would say.
    

    

    
      The detailed battle report was also revealing. The Bunny Heroine only absorbed 1 point of Calamity Karmic Force because the Undying Skull Tower was over ten levels higher than her and her contribution exceeded 25%.
    

    

    
      It required both an overleveled kill and major contribution—and the enemy wasn’t just a regular mob, but an elite. Such a condition was unreasonably strict. Among the five of them, probably only the Bunny Heroine met the criteria. Even Boreuo, whose damage was comparable, wouldn’t qualify—his level was likely higher than the Skull Tower’s.
    

    

    
      ㄴ Despite the harsh challenge, no player would feel it wasn’t worth it.
    

    

    
      One point of Calamity Karmic Force equaled one point of True Damage!
    

    

    
      One point might not seem like much—but what about five points? Ten?
    

    

    
      More importantly, there was no cooldown, no activation condition. It always applied!
    

    

    
      In a game that featured many rapid-damage playstyles, Calamity Karmic Force could revolutionize those builds entirely!
    

    

    
      And that was just the first effect of the Calamity Milestone. If the first was already this strong, the later ones must be insane. Yan Qing was already eager to unlock more. He had already confirmed through Ye Si that the Calamity Milestone applied account-wide.
    

    

    
      This, Yan Qing thought, must be the core of the Calamity version.
    

    

    
      Even just scratching the surface of the Calamity update, he could already feel its appeal.
    

    

    
      Even without the Calamity Milestone, being able to “release” monsters for huge loot drops was enough to drive players wild—who wanted to grind dungeons endlessly? If there was a way to fish the pond dry, who’d care about sustainability?
    

    

    
      And with monsters vanishing upon release, it would fuel fierce player competition. Previously, world-first kills didn’t grant much besides bragging rights. But now, being the first to “release” a boss meant you got everything, and the second place didn’t even get warm leftovers.
    

    

    
      If you painstakingly cracked a boss’s release mechanism, only for someone else to beat you to it and flaunt their god-tier drop in world chat, tell me—wouldn’t you be tempted to gank them?
    

    

    
      But both release and Calamity Karmic Force required a solid foundation. For example, releasing the Undying Skull Tower needed a Buddhist Token. Other monsters would need different Tokens—or even multiple types. Without the right tools, even the most skilled player was helpless.
    

    

    
      Calamity Karmic Force demanded elite kills far above your level. Pre-Foundation was already hard; post-Foundation, even worse. Some players might think of power-leveling an alt to stockpile Calamity Force—but the Bunny Heroine’s ten-level-overkill earned her an instant level-up by four levels after unlocking a Secret Technique. Clearly, the devs anticipated this.
    

    

    
      If Yan Qing had to guess, the first victims of the Calamity update would be low-level dungeons. Pro players would start alts and clear out all the bosses from low-level Secret Realms. Eventually, they’d move to Foundation-level dungeons. Suddenly, forgotten old content would become prime real estate...
    

    

    
      When you thought about it, it was actually brilliant game design!
    

    

    
      Impressive. As a fellow game planner, Yan Qing couldn’t help but applaud the lead dev of the Calamity version. Though he did have a faint sense something was off... but he couldn’t quite place it.
    

    

    
      He quickly dismissed the minor details and turned back to the Earthfiend · Skull of Continuation and Third-Stage Rare · Bodhisattva Jade Pendant in his storage.
    

    

    
      The Jade Pendant would naturally go to the Bunny Heroine. But what to do with the Earthfiend?
    

    

    
      Yan Qing clicked on the Skull of Continuation’s icon to view combinations.
    

    

    
      「Heaven’s Pole Reversal Yin-Yang + Earthfiend Skull → Path Foundation of Life-Death Chaos」
    

    

    
      「Heaven’s Pole Patch-Heaven Sun-Bath + Earthfiend Skull → Path Foundation of Great Sun Spirit」
    

    

    
      「Heaven’s Pole Fetal-Form Shapeshift + Earthfiend Skull → Path Foundation of Formless Transformation」
    

    

    
      They actually implemented the foundation combination table into the game...
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had seen many players on the forums protesting why Heaven’s Pole and Earthfiend combinations weren’t listed in-game. After all, not everyone checked guides. Some players just absorbed whatever they got—and by the time they learned better, it was too late to undo.
    

    

    
      This was convenient for Yan Qing. He glanced through the list and didn’t see any T0 or T1 Path Foundations he’d seen on the forums, so he decided to let an alt absorb the Skull of Continuation. Which alt? Obviously, the one closest to Foundation Establishment.
    

    

    
      Maybe Ye Si had a shot too?
    

    

    
      He wasn’t in a rush to establish a Foundation. He could wait for the alt to do so first, then look for suitable Heaven’s Pole and Earthfiend matches. After all, Foundation was irreversible. Without a T0 or T1-level Path Foundation, ascending at Seventh-Stage would be nearly impossible.
    

    

    
      Speaking of which, he could tip off Medicine Master Wen about which Heaven’s Poles to pair with the immobilizing Earthfiend, so he switched back to the Bunny Heroine’s account—only to find they were already asleep.
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine was naturally seated cross-legged on the bed, keeping watch. Medicine Master Wen lay beside her in a thin robe, half-covered by a light blanket, which did little to hide the mountainous curves of her body. Her sleeping posture was absurd: one hand on the Bunny Heroine’s thigh, her right leg lifted as if to clamp something, drool trickling from the corner of her mouth, muttering incoherently.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing hadn’t seen anyone in the Pingcheng Military Camp sleep worse than her. She was a noble’s daughter—seriously?
    

    

    
      Still... after days together, this was the first time Yan Qing had seen her sleep so peacefully and relaxed. Was it because she was exhausted tonight? Or because she finally saw hope for Foundation? Or simply... because the Bunny Heroine was beside her?
    

    

    
      “Goodnight,” Yan Qing whispered softly, then shut down the game, washed up, and went to sleep.
    

    

    
      Not even he knew who that goodnight was meant for.
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      Chapter 168: Ox Immortal Guest
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was creating a new alt.
    

    

    
      With nothing to do this morning, he had run the Zhen Sanshan Secret Realm four times, then consumed a Secret Technique EXP Manual, instantly reaching level 27. The secret technique "Left Curve, Right Sweep" was likely maxed out now.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, he hadn’t used the manual last night, or he would’ve been too full of Vital Energy and Blood to sleep.
    

    

    
      Now his level had caught up to Jiang Ten, successfully surpassing his alt. But Jiang Ten had already comprehended a second secret technique and would likely soon surpass him again. Rat Monk and Bunny Heroine also had talent in secret techniques; only Ye Si was still struggling. All of them were only a matter of persistence away from reaching the third-stage.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing estimated he was a bit higher in level than Shang Xinlei. It was terrifying to think about—two days ago, he was only level 17, and after one Weapon Mastery Manual and one Secret Technique EXP Manual, he had jumped ten levels.
    

    

    
      Even without a token, he could now cleave mountains, split rocks, shatter gold, and crush jade. His mind moved astonishingly fast. Forget Perfect Evasion—he now had the confidence to perform Perfect Parries even against a Foundation Messenger!
    

    

    
      Of course, he meant in the game.
    

    

    
      The powerful effect of the Secret Technique EXP Manual was understandable. After all, it came from a third-stage secret realm and might only drop in secret realms above level 35. Under normal circumstances, a second-stage messenger had no means to obtain it.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing guessed only nobles at the level of Medicine Master Wen could acquire a Secret Technique EXP Manual. Nobodies like Fourth Miss Shang Xinlei probably didn’t even qualify to queue for one and could only hone their skills step by step.
    

    

    
      Thinking of Shang Xinlei reminded him of lunch. She wouldn’t be coming today, but Yan Qing had already lost all interest in military food. Whether it was the Pingcheng Military Camp or the Xuanwu Lake Military Camp, they were all the same—soldiers loved greasy, salty food.
    

    

    
      While Shang Xinlei had solved the lunch problem, Yan Qing ate military rations for dinner almost every day. Eating like that all the time, he feared his cholesterol would spike. So today, he made a difficult decision: he would create a new alt specifically to explore the world’s cuisines!
    

    

    
      He randomly customized the alt’s appearance. Since the alt’s main job was to explore food, he couldn’t be too eye-catching—but he also couldn’t be ugly, since he would have to deal with shops.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing chose a default face and added some details, creating a dashing middle-aged man in his prime. As for Talent Inheritance, he maxed out Sword Techniques, Footwork, and Secret Techniques—this alt would be used for a long time, and Yan Qing was willing to invest.
    

    

    
      For a name, he considered calling him "Gourmand," but that felt too small-scale. This alt would traverse mountains and rivers, seek out fine cuisine, and even open up the world map. So he named him "Immortal Guest" instead—a guest in search of the immortals!
    

    

    
      As for the zodiac, it followed sequence. So your name is—
    

    

    
      「Ox Immortal Guest」!
    

    

    
      「Jiangnan Affiliated Newbie Village,」descend!
    

    

    
      He immediately changed into a set of luxurious clothes and a black Household Band, then located the couple selling dried persimmons at the market.
    

    

    
      「Sir, Madam, do you remember taking a monk to Jiangnan City half a month ago?」
    

    

    
      Although Ox Immortal Guest was friendly, the old man grew wary and feigned ignorance: 「What are you talking about, sir? I can’t quite remember.」
    

    

    
      「It’s fine, I’m a friend of that monk. He asked me to tell you he already lit incense for you! He prayed to Buddha for a safe childbirth for your daughter-in-law!」
    

    

    
      Hearing this, the old man believed Ox Immortal Guest truly was Rat Monk’s friend and hurriedly said, 「Ah, how kind! Thanks to you, my daughter-in-law gave birth two days ago. Mother and child are safe, and it’s a big, healthy boy. Here, take some persimmons with you. We’re a poor household, nothing fancy to offer. Please don’t mind.」
    

    

    
      「Congratulations! I won’t take the persimmons, though. I still have to travel.」
    

    

    
      「Travel? Heading to Jiangnan City? Come, hop in!」
    

    

    
      So Yan Qing switched back to Jiang Ten’s account and ran two more secret realms. By midday, Ox Immortal Guest had already been driven into Jiangnan County. This time, Yan Qing wasn’t in a rush to enter the city. There was even more delicious food here, and Shang Xinlei had recommended several streets—yes, in this place, food was organized by street. An entire street would be lined with delicacies.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing spent an hour exploring and was already full, yet he had only covered less than one-fifth of the county.
    

    

    
      Even this short stroll had been eye-opening: racetracks, opera houses, debate plazas, libraries... struggling artists sketching pedestrians on the roadside, musicians playing pan flutes as they walked, massive sculptures everywhere... He didn’t know what Chang’an or City of No Night were like, but Jiangnan County’s prosperity had far exceeded his expectations.
    

    

    
      Previously, he had only passed through in a rush. Now that he took the time to look, he discovered that this world’s culture was equally flourishing. Probably because of the secret realms, ordinary people had no resource worries and could obtain foreign knowledge through them. The residents near main cities had plenty of leisure time to pursue hobbies, ultimately leading to a golden age of intellectual and artistic blossoming.
    

    

    
      Though it all seemed like a flicker of light easily snuffed out by a Messenger’s hand, gathered together, those lights could shine as bright as the stars.
    

    

    
      Beyond food and entertainment, Yan Qing also found many martial arts halls in the county. As long as you paid tuition, they offered room, board, and training facilities. Conveniently, Yan Qing needed a place to let Ox Immortal Guest idle, so they struck a deal—he joined the Ba Dao Martial Hall, becoming its only middle-aged student past thirty.
    

    

    
      In the afternoon, he spent three hours running Rat Monk’s Sinking Rock Stream Secret Realm, but luck wasn’t great this time—only a Seven-Star Sword dropped, no advanced manuals.
    

    

    
      After spending most of the day completing daily tasks, Yan Qing logged into Bunny Heroine’s account.
    

    

    
      In the courtyard, Medicine Master Wen was training Wu Qiu and Shi Dong. The Wolfbite Blade Technique from the hiring fee was meant for them. While it only changed attack style and wasn’t an advanced martial technique, the third-stage-level combat module allowed for greater damage in real fights and naturally faster EXP gain, hastening comprehension of advanced techniques.
    

    

    
      They still had a long road ahead, but they were already walking it.
    

    

    
      「Have you rested enough?」 Medicine Master Wen approached. 「It’s okay to rest a few more days.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine shook her head and looked around. 「Those uncles still aren’t here?」
    

    

    
      「No, they’re probably still exploring the Central Courtyard. Unless they hit a wall, they won’t come to us for help.」 Medicine Master Wen crossed her arms. She was clad once again in heavy iron armor, expression solemn and majestic—no trace of last night’s disheveled sleep posture or proud figure remained.
    

    

    
      「If we’re lucky, they might come find us in ten days or so. If not... we can only watch them monopolize Si Wuxie’s legacy.」
    

    

    
      A unique elite like the Undying Skull Tower that healed and summoned monsters was probably an exception. As long as there were no such traits, the Three Guardians could simply kite and slowly wear down the monsters in the secret realm.
    

    

    
      In Shu Mountain, they were weaker in both strength and influence compared to the Three Guardians. They couldn’t possibly compete for inheritance. If Medicine Master Wen had joined the Guardians earlier, she might have followed them into the secret realm and waited for a chance. But now, she and Bunny Heroine were their own faction. The Guardians would never accept her.
    

    

    
      「But it’s boring just waiting. Why don’t we go check out the Wolf Den?」
    

    

    
      「We could, but just the two of us won’t be enough to conquer it. We need to recruit some Demon-Path Messengers. Tomorrow at the earliest.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine nodded and sat on a stone in the courtyard, zoning out. Time passed. When Medicine Master Wen called for a break, Wu Qiu and Shi Dong were utterly exhausted, drenched in sweat, and panting heavily.
    

    

    
      「Seems like there’s no other way if they won’t let us in,」 Bunny Heroine said, hands under her chin. 「Unless we kill them—but with just the two of us, the Forest of Corpses is probably too much.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen nodded. 「Right. A regular third-stage secret realm usually requires at least two third-stage Messengers for a good chance at clearing it—and that’s assuming you ignore casualties among first- and second-stage Messengers. A special secret realm like Forest of Corpses, which spans third and fourth stages, will definitely have a final boss so strong it’s unimaginable. You’d need at least four third-stage Messengers to have a chance at defeating it.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine naturally spoke as if killing the Three Guardians was a given. Medicine Master Wen didn’t question it at all, as if she truly believed this little girl before her could slay the protectors of Shu Mountain who had reigned for over a decade.
    

    

    
      「If they never come to invite us, big sis, how long will you stay here?」
    

    

    
      「How long? I don’t know.」 Medicine Master Wen gave a wry smile. 「I have no home. I’d be hunted outside the mountain. At least here I can train in secret realms. What about you? This kind of life must be boring for you. Are you going home?」
    

    

    
      「Nope. I came here to conquer third-stage secret realms and find a suitable Foundation Spirit Item. Even if I go home, it’d be after I form my foundation—to beat up my brother.」
    

    

    
      「He must be strong, if even you need to form a foundation to fight him.」
    

    

    
      「Not at all! Where I come from, we celebrate happy events by slaughtering pigs and chickens. Forming my foundation deserves a celebration too. Beating my brother is the perfect way to celebrate. He always scares me with Bitter Melon.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen smiled and covered her mouth.
    

    

    
      「Sounds like a sister who can’t bear to leave and is just making excuses to stay.」
    

    

    
      「No way!」 Bunny Heroine stretched her legs and shook her head vigorously. 「Don’t flatter yourself, woman! This heroine’s goal is to become number one in the world, not to stick around for silly reasons! I’d stay even without you—you won’t find another third-stage secret realm this easy to access!」
    

    

    
      「I’m not listening, not listening~ You must be staying because you can’t bear to leave me, dear sister.」 Medicine Master Wen hugged Bunny Heroine. 「Whatever you say now won’t change it. You even gave me the Earthly Fiend, such a precious spirit item. Everything you say now just sounds like you’re acting spoiled.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine was shocked. 「So full of yourself. You’re worse than my brother.」
    

    

    
      「Of course. My goal is to unify the Central Plains and found a millennium-spanning Medicine Master Dynasty. If I weren’t full of myself, I wouldn’t qualify to dream that big.」 Medicine Master Wen patted Bunny Heroine’s head. 「And the first step in conquering the world is... how about I braid your hair?」
    

    

    
      「Your topic jumps are wild. Did your brain ride off on horseback?」
    

    

    
      「This is the future empress braiding your hair! Shouldn’t you pledge your loyalty to me, dear sister?」
    

    

    
      「And what about the debts you owe me?」
    

    

    
      「Half the throne is yours!」
    

    

    
      「That still sounds less practical than when my brother said he’d give me half his cake...」
    

    

    
      When Medicine Master Wen finished braiding a thick, shiny, rope-like braid for Bunny Heroine, a servant knocked on the courtyard gate and said:
    

    

    
      「Wolf Demoness, Lady Star-Rain, the Guardians request your presence.」
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      ...
    

    

    
      「Already giving up so quickly?」
    

    

    
      In the second-floor meeting room, Bunny Heroine kicked open the door and entered. 「I thought even if you hit a wall, you’d struggle for ten days before realizing how incompetent you are compared to me. But not even a day has passed and you’ve already failed. Uncles, you’re just weak.」
    

    

    
      「If it were merely the difficulty of a third-stage secret realm, we would certainly persist,」 Boreuo replied calmly, ignoring Bunny Heroine’s jabs. 「But the current obstacle has truly surpassed our capabilities.」
    

    

    
      「Not a third-stage secret realm issue?」 Medicine Master Wen frowned slightly. 「Don’t tell me... it’s Si Wuxie?」
    

    

    
      「Yes,」 Beiyou said, setting down his brush and weighing the scroll with a paperweight. 「Si Wuxie altered the environment of the Central Courtyard. The power of his Foundation has endured for a century without fading.」
    

    

    
      His tone was solemn, filled with reverence for the ancients. 「Under the might of his Foundation, our will and senses have been tampered with. All our efforts become laughable illusions.」
    

    

    
      Yan Qing was stunned.
    

    

    
      Were Foundation Messengers in this game really that strong?
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      The five stepped through the gate of the secret realm, leaving behind the twilight’s radiance and distant clamor. What greeted them was the night of the Forest of Corpses. Not a single star shone in the sky, and the withered branches of the trees blotted out the heavens, forming a cage that enveloped the earth.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t sure if it was just his imagination, but he felt like the fallen leaves on the ground had multiplied, the trees had grown barer, and even the light from the two white-skin spirit lanterns flanking the manor gate had dimmed slightly. But once they stepped across the threshold, the brazier flames inside blazed so fiercely it was as if they were burning a hole in the darkness—the entire manor illuminated as though set ablaze.
    

    

    
      They passed through the empty front hall into a courtyard that hadn’t been touched by human presence for nearly a century. The ground was spotless, and the flora within the garden was still alive. Time seemed to have frozen at the moment Si Wuxie had arranged it, not the slightest thing out of place.
    

    

    
      「If I didn’t have a child, I’d want to be like Si Wuxie,」Medicine Master Wen suddenly sighed.「Choosing a secret realm to leave behind a legacy—just thinking about countless heroes striving for my inheritance in the coming centuries—it would feel like my time in this world wasn’t in vain.」
    

    

    
      「You’d at least have to be a Foundation Messenger to have that kind of privilege,」Beiyou said with a laugh.「A Third-Stage Messenger couldn’t possibly seal off a secret realm for a hundred years.」
    

    

    
      「How do other Demon-Path Messengers handle their legacies when they’re dying?」Bunny Heroine asked curiously.
    

    

    
      「Generally speaking, Demon-Path Messengers don’t get the chance to deal with their legacies. Most die directly in battle,」Boreuo said.「Only a few manage to escape the Demon Path and live under a new name elsewhere, starting a family and passing their legacy to a disciple or descendant. It’s only people like Si Wuxie, with no kin and who lived to die of old age, who would consider establishing a legacy.」
    

    

    
      「Speaking of which, I remember Zhong Ji mentioning you had a son? He even competed with me in bidding for sword manuals,」Bunny Heroine turned to look at the Blood Minister.「So your legacy will go to your son, huh?」
    

    

    
      Veins bulged on the Blood Minister’s forehead as he shot Bunny Heroine a cold glance.「None of your damn business.」
    

    

    
      「Not necessarily a son,」Beiyou suddenly dropped a bombshell.「Zhong Ji always talks about a nephew, who sounds about the right age for martial training, but no one’s ever seen him in the stronghold. There’s a high chance it’s all a smokescreen—maybe it’s actually a daughter hidden under another name, living under a powerful household. She might even be—」
    

    

    
      Suddenly, there was a sonic boom. The Blood Minister had returned to his original spot, and Beiyou’s raised right arm—intended to block—had its sleeve torn open, revealing three fierce claw marks. As if unfazed, Beiyou casually swallowed a Healing Pill, the gashes healing swiftly. He shrugged.「You just can’t take a joke, huh, Blood Minister.」
    

    

    
      「You think that’s funny?」the Blood Minister said coldly.
    

    

    
      「Your reaction is what’s funny. You act like you care so much, but have you even visited your kid all these years? You probably don’t even dare to.」Beiyou’s tone turned flat.「After all, if you could ‘accidentally’ choke your own younger brother to death, crushing your kid wouldn’t be any harder.」
    

    

    
      「The reason we’ve been able to coexist all these years isn’t because we get along—it’s because we simply can’t kill each other. People like us, with corruption rooted deep in our bones, can only look after ourselves in this life.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine glanced at Beiyou, then at the Blood Minister, and pulled out a stick of candied hawthorn from her inventory to munch on. With a look of 『“Y’all go ahead, don’t mind me”』, she resembled a child who’d wandered into an adult quarrel—full of curiosity and confusion.
    

    

    
      「We’ve arrived,」Boreuo interrupted the drama.
    

    

    
      In the courtyard ahead, five demons drifted about. The number was fewer than in the front hall, but that was no cause for relief—fewer numbers meant stronger foes.
    

    

    
      Among the five, four wore white robes, and one elite wore red. All their faces were veiled. Their names were 「Maid Who Died in Vain」 and 「Noblewoman Who Died in Vain」. Considering the courtyard was likely where the womenfolk once stayed, it was obvious they were casually slain here by Fu Xiang.
    

    

    
      「Just like in the Skull Tower, the red-robed demon also bears a golden scar. If you attack with Buddhist Tokens, all five will go berserk—their attack and movement speeds will spike drastically,」Boreuo explained.「If that were all, we’d still have ways to deal with them. But… you see that circle array, right?」
    

    

    
      「Of course we do. We’re not blind.」
    

    

    
      Amid the demon-infested courtyard was a massive round formation utterly out of place, its faint blue glow enveloping nearly half the space. Even the demons were tinged blue—none could escape it.
    

    

    
      For nearly a hundred years, no one had entered this place. Not only were there undying demons, but the legacy of a Foundation Messenger remained.
    

    

    
      「This array nullifies attacks,」Boreuo laid out the intel bluntly.「Step into it, and any attack you attempt will be distorted. Your thoughts, senses, muscles, orientation—if you try to strike anything, you’ll almost certainly miss.」
    

    

    
      「Even we, the Messengers challenging this secret realm, can’t avoid its effects?」asked Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      「Forget being a Messenger—you could be a lump of dog crap and still miss,」the Blood Minister spat nastily.   
    

    

    
       「But it’s not all bad news. The good part is, the array affects the demons too—just not as much. They can probably land two out of five hits,」Boreuo said.
    

    

    
      「And you guys?」
    

    

    
      Boreuo gave a bitter smile.「Beiyou and I can’t land a single hit. Only the Blood Minister can hit one out of four.」
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s pupils trembled. After fighting shoulder-to-shoulder last night, she knew full well how powerful Boreuo and Beiyou were—top-tier Third-Stage fighters even in the military garrison. Though you couldn’t directly compare Righteous and Demon Paths, since killing people and killing demons were two different disciplines, with fully equipped Tokens, their combat prowess should be on par with Helan Que.
    

    

    
      Yet even they were reduced to the level of ants before the might of a Foundation Messenger—not even qualified to land a punch!
    

    

    
      「To wield all under heaven, to manipulate the karma of all beings,」Medicine Master Wen sighed.「Even if they’ve been dead for years, a Foundation Grandmaster remains a mountain Third-Stage Messengers can’t climb.」
    

    

    
      The Three Guardians nodded faintly. They might aspire to reach Foundation level, but this was their first time experiencing its power firsthand. It wasn’t that Foundation Messengers didn’t roam the outside world—like Ying Le of the Qi Kingdom who sat on the throne every day—but who would dare say, “Hey, could you give us a demo of your Foundation-level techniques”?
    

    

    
      Anyone who experienced those powers firsthand usually ended up reincarnated in the underworld. Even someone like Medicine Master Wen, a royal descendant, was no exception. They all knew Foundation was powerful—but what kind of power exactly, they had no way of imagining.
    

    

    
      Now, they had finally glimpsed the tip of the Foundation iceberg.
    

    

    
      But no matter how much one heard, nothing beat experiencing it personally. Medicine Master Wen suggested trying out the array herself. The Three Guardians didn’t object, but made it clear they wouldn’t join her.
    

    

    
      「You’ll soon understand how we feel,」Boreuo said with a bitter smile.
    

    

    
      As expected, after attacking the nearest white-robed demon four or five times, Medicine Master Wen promptly withdrew from the array. Once she stepped out, the demons didn’t pursue—they seemed restricted to that zone, saving the group the trouble of resetting aggro while escaping.
    

    

    
      Clutching her Soul-Severing Spear, Medicine Master Wen rested for quite a while. Even with her face veiled, her eyes betrayed her lingering shock. Only after a long pause did she offer a definitive assessment:「Out of control.」
    

    

    
      「Once I started attacking inside the array, everything went haywire. My brain told me to raise my arm, but the muscles went limp. My eyes lied to me about direction. Even stabbing with my eyes closed, I found my body had shifted without me realizing.」
    

    

    
      「I lost all control of myself—I became a puppet.」She gripped her spear tighter, eyes filled with both fear and longing.「Foundation… can actually reach this level!」
    

    

    
      The Three Guardians understood her astonishment and momentary loss of composure. They had gone through the same today: shock, fear, despair, yearning, helplessness—all surging in turn, before hardening into one unshakable resolve: they had to claim Si Wuxie’s legacy, even if it meant working with her!
    

    

    
      Having witnessed such a divine Foundation technique, who could still resign themselves to being Third-Stage for life? Even the strongest among them was but a mortal before Foundation!
    

    

    
      「Scared, brat?」the Blood Minister noticed Bunny Heroine had been silent since arriving and couldn’t resist mocking her.「Don’t even have the guts to go in? Figures—you’re still just a nursing little brat.」
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine glanced at him.「None of your damn business.」
    

    

    
      Ignoring the fuming Blood Minister, Yan Qing scratched his head as he stared at the glowing array on the screen, at a loss for words.
    

    

    
      ▶「Formation of Confounding Primal Chaos」
    

    

    
      ▶「Source: Primal Chaos One-Essence Sword Technique」
    

    

    
      ▶「Duration: Permanent, until re-deployed」
    

    

    
      ▶「Effect: Reduces accuracy of all targets within by 15%–50%. The weaker the target, the greater the reduction.」◀
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      《The Messenger》 had a unique trait—or rather, a design choice—in that between levels 10~39, nearly all Tokens and class traits gained served to enhance the player’s personal power. There were almost no skills that weakened enemies, and even those that buffed allies were extremely rare.
    

    

    
      This was simply a design made to help new players ease into the game. After all, using “buffs” or “debuffs” demanded a certain level of familiarity, which was a barrier for newbies. It was far easier to let them focus solely on their own rotation while running dungeons, without needing to pay attention to “Vulnerability” or “Group Buffs.”
    

    

    
      But once reaching the Foundation stage, things couldn’t be so casual anymore. Most of the game’s core mechanics piled on during this phase—including various support and debuff mechanics.
    

    

    
      A 15%~50% reduction in hit rate... even someone like Yan Qing, a complete MMO layman, found this kind of skill rather underwhelming. Sure, the max debuff could reduce accuracy by 50%, but when did players ever fight monsters far below their level? Most enemies they faced were of equal or higher level, so if it had a 20% effect, that was already decent.
    

    

    
      And that was just accuracy. It had no effect whatsoever against a BOSS’s wide-area attacks, and the deadliest aspect of high-difficulty Secret Realms was that the BOSS had screen-wiping abilities that could annihilate the whole team. These needed to be mitigated through damage-reduction, not accuracy debuffs. Reducing accuracy could only ease the healer’s pressure in healing the tank (the player holding the BOSS’s aggro).
    

    

    
      Yan Qing never expected that this seemingly common debuff skill—reduced accuracy—could have such a terrifying effect in reality. Even someone like Medicine Master Wen, a young adult, and the Three Guardians who had ruled over Shu Mountain for years turned pale with fright.
    

    

    
      However... weren’t these guys being a bit too dramatic? Tampering with cognition, twisting perception, disturbing motor control—it all sounded like some fantastical ability out of certain kinds of stories. And yet... the culprit was just reduced hit rate? A little disappointing, honestly...
    

    

    
      But thinking deeper, this effect—so easily implemented in games—really did sound bizarre in real life.
    

    

    
      After all, a hit was a hit, a miss was a miss. What did it even mean to “reduce hit rate by 50%”?
    

    

    
      Feeling like you could hit, yet missing anyway—it boiled down to misjudging range, misseeing things, or applying force wrong. Yan Qing knew this well from playing badminton. Every time he thought he could smash, he’d end up whiffing.
    

    

    
      Back then, his only exercise was running to the cafeteria, so mistakes were natural. But the Three Guardians were Third-Stage Messengers—robust in Vital Energy and Blood, highly skilled, mentally composed. Making them miss half their attacks was like forcibly turning them into a badminton-playing Yan Qing who failed every shot.
    

    

    
      And it wasn’t just once or twice. It was like that the entire time—every judgment off, every vision misled, every motion skewed. Who wouldn’t panic?
    

    

    
      「You guys didn’t land a single hit? Or at most one out of four?」Bunny Heroine crossed her arms, puzzled.「That doesn’t sound right. Maybe you just weren’t trying hard enough?」
    

    

    
      「You little—」Blood Minister gritted his teeth, ready to curse.
    

    

    
      Boreuo stopped him and nodded.「What Bunny Donor said is true. While it was extremely uncomfortable inside, with long-term training, our accuracy could improve. But...」
    

    

    
      The scarred, fierce monk revealed a bitter smile.「This humble monk does not fear pain, hardship, or injury. But facing such bizarre Foundation methods... it’s truly difficult to muster the courage to adapt.」
    

    

    
      So that was it.
    

    

    
      Compared to game characters who had permanent, optimal stats, real Messengers were far more susceptible to negative effects.
    

    

    
      Like when they’d encountered ‘Hundred-Poison Hand’ Ye Kai and ‘Little Poison Hand’ Chen Afu—their poison effects were pretty mild. Aside from HP loss, there were no other debuffs. Yet even Medicine Master Wen was affected, only gritting through it with effort. Ordinary Messengers might not even perform at half their strength under such pain.
    

    

    
      To a game character, reduced accuracy was like moving with weights on—heavily affected, but their animations still ran flawlessly. But to a real Messenger, the moment the weight hit, they were pinned to the ground. They’d never experienced anything like it. Even standing up required training—let alone fighting.
    

    

    
      And “weights” was the kind version. Based on their description, reducing hit rate by 50% felt like being possessed. Who wouldn’t be terrified?
    

    

    
      「What about archery?」Bunny Heroine asked.「Since they don’t leave the Central Courtyard, didn’t you try shooting from outside?」
    

    

    
      「Of course we did,」Blood Minister replied grumpily.「You think Foundation methods are so easy to break? Even shooting from outside, the arrows get deflected—like by wind. To hit, you’d need a bow with targeting authority.」
    

    

    
      Huh? You guys don’t have archery Tokens?
    

    
        You’re using regular bows!?
    

    
        Even after spending all this time in this world, Yan Qing still found it hard to get used to how poor they occasionally seemed—though he himself wasn’t exactly wealthy either.
    

    

    
      「But Uncle, didn’t you say you occasionally land a hit? Then you could just slowly grind them down, right?」Bunny Heroine said.「Or are you just too lazy to try?」
    

    

    
      「They’re not as exaggerated as the Skull Tower mobs, but most demons have some healing ability,」Boreuo explained.「Unless Blood Minister went without sleep for days to finish one off, the moment he rests, they’ll recover most of their injuries.」
    

    

    
      「Ah!」Bunny Heroine clapped in realization.「So it’s because Uncle isn’t good enough.」
    

    

    
      「I already said—even we couldn’t handle it. You think these two long-haired, shallow-sighted girls could do any better?」Blood Minister scoffed.「In the end, we can only adapt to this place slowly. Their presence doesn’t change much.」
    

    

    
      「That’s not true. Five is faster than three. Don’t forget, there’s still an elite demon here,」Beiyou pointed at the red-robed demon.「I, for one, don’t want us to realize too late that even three people together can’t take it down. And we haven’t seen anything like a lotus platform here... you really think Si Wuxie would let us pass this easily?」
    

    

    
      Beiyou’s logic sounded odd. Using Foundation methods, and it was still considered easy? But compared to the foyer that had blocked people for nearly a century, this Central Courtyard really was easy—as long as one could adapt.
    

    

    
      Blood Minister snorted but didn’t argue further.
    

    

    
      Right then, a proud yet childlike voice echoed across the Central Courtyard:
    

    

    
        「Why bother with all this? This lady can kill them all by herself.」
    

    

    
      With that, Bunny Heroine dashed into the circular formation. Yan Qing immediately saw a debuff appear above her health bar: 「Chaos-Warding Mind Maze: Accuracy -50%」. At the same time, the demons turned their gazes toward her.
    

    

    
      Old bastard Si Wuxie had set up this formation pretty well—it matched the demons’ aggro range perfectly.
    

    

    
      The nearest white-robed demon lunged at her. Bunny Heroine dodged and triggered Thunderstorm Time, activating the Shining trait of the Seven-Star Sword, and the direct-strike effect of the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement. In a blink, she thrust thirteen times—six missed, but seven landed, each leaving a starry sword wound on the demon.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing didn’t plan to land the killing blow right away. As Thunderstorm Time ended, she retreated to the safe zone. Ten seconds later, the Shining marks exploded—riddling the white-robed demon with wounds. Not a drop of blood emerged, only wriggling maggots and foul-smelling pus oozing from the gashes. Its health plummeted nearly halfway.
    

    

    
      But that alone was enough. Bunny Heroine turned, expecting shocked stares—only to find Medicine Master Wen’s back and the uncertain gazes of the Three Guardians.
    

    

    
      Looked like she had overperformed.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing’s mind quickly grasped the subtle shift: now that Bunny Heroine could deal effective damage to the demons of the Forest of Corpses, the balance between her group and the Three Guardians was shattered.
    

    

    
      The Three Guardians were the strongest and most powerful of Shu Mountain. Previously, Medicine Master Wen and Bunny Heroine were weaker auxiliaries, receiving support-level rewards. The strong got more, the weak got less—everyone accepted that.
    

    

    
      But now, Bunny Heroine could clear the Central Courtyard alone. The Guardians’ help was no longer needed—so how would the spoils be divided?
    

    

    
      If they just handed the loot over, they’d feel bitter. But if they demanded Bunny Heroine share, assuming she’d also hold a grudge... then the already-fragile alliance would be strained further.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing wasn’t unfamiliar with this. Jiang Ten had faced the same. When you lacked power but showed that you could take most of the rewards—that alone made you a source of conflict.
    

    

    
      So, what would the Demon Path do? Yan Qing touched the hilt of the Bingzi Pepper Forest blade, ready to assist Bunny Heroine at a moment’s notice.
    

    

    
      「Truly impressive,」Beiyou suddenly smiled.「Should I say it’s a product of your family lineage? Lady Star-Rain, you seemed to adapt instantly to Si Wuxie’s bizarre formation.」
    

    

    
      Boreuo and Blood Minister hesitated at that.
    

    

    
      Indeed—how could Bunny Heroine resist the green-glow formation without prior training?
    

    

    
      Unless her elders were Foundation Messengers, or her family possessed Foundation-level methods. Either way, chasing her off would be the worst move. If she left today, she might return tomorrow with reinforcements.
    

    

    
      Demon-Path Messengers feared no retaliation—but unfortunately, this was the critical stage in conquering Si Wuxie’s legacy. No time for complications.
    

    

    
      「Is it just this humble monk’s illusion?」Boreuo said.「Or... did the red-robed demon actually grow larger?」
    

    

    
      Everyone turned to look—and sure enough, the red-robed demon had grown. If it had only been an inch taller than the white-robed ones before, now it was a full head taller.
    

    

    
      Yan Qing saw it more clearly from the screen: both its Health and Karmic Force bars had grown—elongated out of nowhere!
    

    

    
      Originally it had only 68% Karmic Force left, but now, with the bar stretched to 105%, it had jumped to 73%!
    

    

    
      「I’ve heard of this mechanic. Injured or dead lesser demons enhance elite demons,」Medicine Master Wen calmly stated.「But whether that’s native to the Forest of Corpses or caused by the red-robed demon’s golden-light injury, I can’t say.」
    

    

    
      The mechanic mirrored that of the Skull Tower—if you didn’t resolve it quickly, it would endlessly spawn mobs. Here, if the elite red-robed demon wasn’t dealt with early, it could evolve into a foe rivaling a Demon Lord.
    

    

    
      「Looks like the same as the Skull Tower. We have to take out the red-robed demon first, even while under siege by the white-robed ones,」Bunny Heroine turned to the Three Guardians.「Uncles, rejoice. You’re useful again. I won’t have to kill you for being deadweight~」
    

    

    
      「How does a little brat this inherently evil even survive this long...」Blood Minister’s lips twitched, face twisted as if he’d just eaten dung—but the tension in his hands behind his back slowly loosened.
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      The Bunny Heroine sat cross-legged on the ground, repairing the Seven-Step Buddha Recitation.
    

    

    
      These past few days, the "Cangjian Villa Toolkit" in the warehouse had been consumed like water. Even if Yan Qing had the money to buy more, Great Qi wasn’t capable of infinite supply. Thankfully, before heading up the mountain, they had purchased plenty of Medicine Master's Gel to handle basic repairs. Even if they ran out of toolkits, just relying on the gel could sustain them for a while.
    

    

    
      The disadvantages of material shortages and the monopoly by the various noble families showed in every aspect. In the game, maintaining a token cost just a little player energy, but in this world, it had become a major problem that every Messenger had to take seriously.
    

    

    
      No wonder Emperor Taizu of Liang once used up the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement explosively—it was likely he had run out of repair items after continuous battles, but with enemies pressing in, could he afford not to use his tokens? Even Foundation Messengers had to fight with all their strength to survive.
    

    

    
      And this was only maintenance during the mortal phase. After Foundation, it would likely become even more troublesome beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      While the Bunny Heroine maintained her weapon, the others weren’t idle—they were all focusing on recovering from their injuries. Boreuo had over a dozen terrifying wounds, but he seemed to possess a healing token, so he healed up fairly quickly, only adding more scars to his body.
    

    

    
      Beiyou had seven or eight wounds, mostly on his arms. He seemed used to using his arms as shields to absorb damage, so it didn’t affect his mobility or combat ability.
    

    

    
      The worst off was the Blood Minister. He had only three gashes on his chest, but each one was deep enough to expose bone, with flesh torn apart. Even after taking Healing Pills, it barely stopped the bleeding. Sweat dripped from his sinister face in large beads—he clearly hadn’t suffered such serious wounds in a long time.
    

    

    
      "Can you uncles still hold on?" the Bunny Heroine asked. "Want me to give you a few days off?"
    

    

    
      There was no mockery or ridicule in her voice, because in the three recent battles, the Three Guardians had performed up to their roles.
    

    

    
      Luring away the White-Robed Demons wasn’t difficult, but the moment the Bunny Heroine attacked the Red-Robed Demon, all the demons would go berserk and focus her, their speed and attack rate increasing two to three times. In such a situation, even Yan Qing’s dodging skills were useless—without invincibility frames, no one could evade a full surround attack.
    

    

    
      Even with the Bodhisattva Jade Pendant, Heartguard Mirror of the Mountains, and unlimited Spirit Jade supply, given the attack power of third-stage demons, Yan Qing couldn’t be sure the Bunny Heroine could survive such high-intensity focused attacks.
    

    

    
      Attacking the White-Robed Demons first would permanently strengthen the Red-Robed Demon. Attacking the Red-Robed Demon first would enrage all demons. There was no shortcut here. It all depended on which situation the Messenger was better at handling. But no matter which, it required a rock-solid team—and aside from Medicine Master Wen, the Bunny Heroine only had the Three Guardians, whose alliance was barely holding.
    

    

    
      Yet they met those expectations.
    

    

    
      From the moment the Bunny Heroine unleashed the Thunderstorm Assault to the retreat from the Central Courtyard, they had resisted and blocked the demonic onslaught every step of the way, never once letting the Bunny Heroine fall into danger.
    

    

    
      Even when their accuracy dropped to near zero, they could still body-block. They dodged and parried the demons’ attacks at great cost—taking the brunt of the onslaught.
    

    

    
      Five demons. Medicine Master Wen, Boreuo, and Beiyou each held back a White-Robed Demon, while the fastest, the Blood Minister, was tasked with the hardest job—stalling the Red-Robed Demon.
    

    

    
      Thus, the Blood Minister either came out unscathed, or terribly maimed. Had the Red-Robed Demon struck a bit deeper, the Great Guardian might have died on the spot.
    

    

    
      It was hard to say whether to feel regret or relief.
    

    

    
      "Tired already, brat?" the Blood Minister exhaled a turbid breath. "You giving up now?"
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen ignored his tone and looked to Beiyou and Boreuo. "Can you guarantee your condition won’t worsen? If you’re going to decline, better to rest a few days first."
    

    

    
      She had the right to say that—among everyone present, aside from the Bunny Heroine, she was the only one completely unscathed. Compared to them, she had a better understanding of how to deal with demons: when to use a Defensive Token, when to dodge, when to block... Such precious experience could only be learned by those who often delved into Secret Realms. How could these Demon-Path Messengers, who came and went sporadically, compare to her?
    

    

    
      Even in unfamiliar Secret Realms, she could maintain perfect control of her pace, never once putting herself in danger.
    

    

    
      "Quite the opposite. Our condition is excellent," Beiyou smiled. "The more a beast is wounded, the fiercer it becomes."
    

    

    
      "You uncles sure about that?" the Bunny Heroine said. "If you mess up, you’ll really get your wish—to reincarnate as livestock."
    

    

    
      "This monk has rested enough." Boreuo, with a body like a mountain bear, stood up. "No need to use Thunderstorm. These mere wounds are nothing—just good to heat up the blood. Demons can recover too. Since we’ve decided to push through the Central Courtyard, we can’t give them time to rest."
    

    

    
      Since the Three Guardians had spoken, Yan Qing naturally didn’t waste more words. He too wanted to clear the stage tonight, but he would’ve understood if they needed to rest.
    

    

    
      Still, if he were in their place, he probably wouldn’t stop over such injuries either. They were just a step away from clearing the courtyard and earning their rewards—who could resist such close temptation? These were levels refined through countless iterations by the game designers. Even people outside the game couldn’t resist it—how could those within the game?
    

    

    
      Once more at the Green-Glow Formation, Yan Qing gazed at the Red-Robed Demon’s Health Bar and Karmic Force Bar, deep in thought.
    

    

    
      Unlike the Skull Tower that regenerated quickly, the Red-Robed Demon healed slowly. After being beaten three times by the Bunny Heroine, it was down to 16% health, and just 1% Karmic Force—deliberately managed by Yan Qing. If his guess was right, once the Karmic Force bar hit zero, something unprecedented would happen. He had to be fully prepared before triggering it.
    

    

    
      So—should he inform the Three Guardians? If he took advantage of this moment...
    

    

    
      The thought had barely surfaced when the Bunny Heroine in the screen gave a dialogue option.
    

    

    
      "There’ll probably be a mutation soon. Be ready," she said casually, then looked to Medicine Master Wen. "Big Sis, prioritize your own safety."
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen neither nodded nor shook her head—she simply spun her spear to indicate readiness.
    

    

    
      Deception was impossible—unless he even fooled Medicine Master Wen. And the Three Guardians were sharp, with the Skull Tower as precedent—how could they be unprepared?
    

    

    
      Besides, the Bunny Heroine wasn’t that kind of person.
    

    

    
      Even if the Three Guardians were villains, evildoers, or future enemies, as long as they were allies now, there was no reason to sabotage them. They didn’t deserve the Bunny Heroine sacrificing her own dignity.
    

    

    
      The five stepped into the formation again. Four drew away the White-Robed Demons. The Bunny Heroine alone confronted the Red-Robed Demon, triggering Thunderstorm Time!
    

    

    
      The moment the Karmic Force Bar hit zero, the massive golden wound on the Red-Robed Demon’s chest blazed like the sun. As it let out a shrill scream filled with hostility, all five demons mutated simultaneously. Their bodies enlarged, sprouting two heads and four arms—each became a three-headed, six-armed monster with speed and strength far surpassing before!
    

    

    
      "Fu Xiang, return my lover’s life!"
    

    

    
      "Fu Xiang, you murdered the innocent!"
    

    

    
      "Fu Xiang, I want you dead!"
    

    

    
      Retreat, retreat, retreat!
    

    

    
      The Bunny Heroine narrowly avoided the Red-Robed Demon’s claws, but the five massive demons closed in from all sides, carrying with them a storm of blood and death. Compared to them, she was like a fledgling beast—trapped in Heaven’s Net!
    

    

    
      Yan Qing had calculated: to deal the final 16% to the Red-Robed Demon, he had to use the Accumulated Karma ability of Seven-Step Buddha Recitation—either wait seven seconds or let it walk seven steps for 150% critical damage. But in such a desperate situation, could the Bunny Heroine hold on for seven steps?
    

    

    
      From the southeast, a swift figure blocked the White-Robed Demon—it was Medicine Master Wen. She thrust her spear into the ground, forming a tripwire that brought the demon down!
    

    

    
      From the northeast came a Vajra roar. Boreuo blocked the White-Robed Demon with brute force, even as two punches shattered his defensive barrier, sending him flying like a cannonball—but he had bought two seconds!
    

    

    
      In the west, Beiyou lured one White-Robed Demon into attacking, then ran to another, causing them to block each other. Though his defensive shield was shattered and his arms gashed to the bone, he successfully stalled two demons!
    

    

    
      Lastly—Blood Minister!
    

    

    
      The Red-Robed Demon’s hatred for the Bunny Heroine was unwavering, unaffected by anything else. So the Blood Minister leapt onto its head, thrust his hand into its eye socket, and crushed the dried remnants inside!
    

    

    
      Yet the Red-Robed Demon didn’t stop moving. With six arms, it swatted at him like a mosquito. The Blood Minister had already jumped in front of it, pulling a chain from the ground—the end looped around its feet!
    

    

    
      Such aimless traps weren’t affected by the Chaos-Warding Mind Maze!
    

    

    
      He had used this trick thrice before to stall the Red-Robed Demon. But this time, something went wrong—its strength was overwhelming. No matter how hard the Blood Minister pulled, it wasn’t affected. Instead, it yanked the chain and pulled him in, smashing down with three hammer-like hands!
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister flipped back like a swallow, but still got clipped—his shield nearly shattered!
    

    

    
      But it was enough. Thanks to him, the Bunny Heroine was nearly at the safe zone. Even if caught now, she’d only endure one attack. Though the Heartguard Mirror of the Mountains might not survive, the Blood Minister had fulfilled his duty. Now it was her turn to take the risk.
    

    

    
      Yet at this moment, the Blood Minister did something no one expected: he jumped back onto the Red-Robed Demon’s head, looped the chain around its neck, and pulled tight!
    

    

    
      If the Red-Robed Demon ran, it would choke itself. It had to stop, swatting madly at the pesky fly atop its head!
    

    

    
      The thunderclap of its slaps echoed through the courtyard—but the Blood Minister escaped a second early. Just five steps from the safe zone, a breath away.
    

    

    
      But when he looked at the others’ faces, he saw only alarm and fear!
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, he dove forward to dodge—a slap landed where he’d just been, leaving an inch-deep handprint.
    

    

    
      No excitement filled him—for he remembered the Red-Robed Demon had six arms. Four had slapped, one had just struck—but where was the sixth?
    

    

    
      Even as he tried to flee, it was too late!
    

    

    
      *Pa!* A thunderous smack exploded beside him. He stared at the hand that landed to his right—stunned.
    

    

    
      The Red-Robed Demon had missed!
    

    

    
      Yes, its attacks could miss too!
    

    

    
      Joy hadn’t yet bloomed in his heart before a nearby White-Robed Demon slapped him twice, shattering his shield and swatting him like a fly into the ground. With the others already gone, he became the demons’ sole target.
    

    

    
      "My husband—my son—don’t leave me——"
    

    

    
      At the moment of Seven-Step Buddha Recitation’s conclusion, the Red-Robed Demon let out a cry that seemed both sorrowful and grieving. Its body ignited into golden flames, leaving only a red robe behind. The other White-Robed Demons cried "Master!" and disintegrated into dust, leaving behind four white robes.
    

    

    
      It appeared to be the same mechanism as the front hall—defeating the Red-Robed Demon caused the others to perish as well, saving a lot of effort.
    

    

    
      Outside the formation in the courtyard, the group gasped for breath. Beiyou’s arms were nearly crippled, Boreuo was coughing blood nonstop, and Medicine Master Wen’s palms were torn.
    

    

    
      The Blood Minister refused Boreuo’s hand, rising shakily on his own. His face was bloodied from being dragged across the ground, his ceremonial cap gone, hair disheveled—his once sinister countenance now a mess.
    

    

    
      "Wait—do I get second pick of the loot?" he asked Beiyou and Boreuo.
    

    

    
      "Yes," they both nodded.
    

    

    
      "Brat, do I qualify for second pick?" he asked the Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      She turned away and muttered:
    

    

    
      "Got it."
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      Before heading out to select the spoils of war, Yan Qing first looked at the messages that popped up from this battle.
    

    

    
      「You have freed a *Sinner from the Unending Hell*.」
    

    

    
      「In this battle, you successfully freed a *Sinner from the Unending Hell* with a challenge level > 10. Your total contribution was 68%, surpassing the 50% double threshold.」
    

    

    
      「You absorbed 2 points of *Calamity Karmic Force*!」
    

    

    
      「You comprehended *Secret Technique · Left Curve, Right Sweep*, currently at level 8.」
    

    

    
      「You comprehended *Secret Technique · Flying Star*, currently at level 1.」
    

    

    
      「Your *Vital Energy and Blood* increased by 2.4.」
    

    

    
      「Your *Divine Soul* increased by 1.8.」
    

    

    
      「Your *Dexterity* increased by 2.4.」
    

    

    
      「You have reached level 27!」
    

    

    
      Back then, Yan Qing had only invested the *Secret Technique* talent *Left Curve, Right Sweep* into the *Bunny Heroine*, so she was sure that if she were to advance to the Third Job Change, she'd have to comprehend an entirely new set herself. She hadn't expected that after just two battles, all the Secret Techniques would be complete. It seemed that the experience from a Second Job Change against a Third Job Change was indeed bountiful—*Bunny Heroine* might just become the first third-stage alternate character.
    

    

    
      「*Flying Star* (Level 1): Consumes 10 points + 2% of maximum HP to increase your next blade or sword attack speed by 50%. Has a cooldown of 10 seconds. If used again during cooldown, HP cost +5, with no cap on accumulation.」
    

    

    
      「Evaluation: Swift as a flying star, unseen by any.」
    

    

    
      Compared to the functional nature of *Left Curve, Right Sweep*, *Flying Star* was undoubtedly meant for bursts. For an alt, as long as the *Defensive Token* didn’t shatter, the HP bar was simply an energy pool to be used. If she unleashed multiple *Flying Star* bursts during *Thunderstorm Time*, *Bunny Heroine’s* instantaneous damage output would reach a truly staggering level.
    

    

    
      Now, even without *Bingzi Pepper Forest*, she could counter-kill a Third Job Change—though she herself was close to reaching that stage too.
    

    

    
      Yet Yan Qing had thought *Bunny Heroine’s* battle contribution would hit 100%, given that all the damage output came from her. He hadn’t expected the game to factor in *Si Wuxie’s* attacks from a century ago. It made sense, but there was an indescribable absurdity to it—felt like one of them was a freeloading carry.
    

    

    
      In addition, the *Red-Robed Demon* had dropped two items: 「*Earthly Fiend · Wind-Borrowing Leaf*」 and 「*Secret Technique Mastery Manual · Spider Walk*」, but the cost was that the accompanying *White-Robed Demons* had dropped absolutely nothing.
    

    

    
      Had they killed the *White-Robed Demons* first before the enhanced *Red-Robed Demon*, perhaps they could’ve maximized the drops—but this hypothesis of Yan Qing's had no chance for testing.
    

    

    
      「*Wind-Borrowing Leaf*」
    

    

    
      「Grade: *Earthly Fiend*」
    

    

    
      「Absorb: Absorbing the *Wind-Borrowing Leaf* grants 50 points of *Divine Soul* and the *Wind-Borrowing Technique*. All your movement speed increases by 10%, and jumping allows temporary aerial suspension, even midair dashes. Loses effect after *Foundation Building*.」
    

    

    
      「Infuse: Infuse into a token to enhance movement authority.」
    

    

    
      「Reforge: Reforge with a token to acquire more tailored movement authority.」
    

    

    
      /
    

    

    
      「*Secret Technique Mastery Manual · Spider Walk*」
    

    

    
      「Learning Conditions: *Advanced Footwork MAX* / *Advanced Finger Technique MAX*」
    

    

    
      「Effect: Grants mastery in *Spider Walk*.」
    

    

    
      「*Spider Walk* (Level 10): Allows crawling and walking on walls and eaves. Your legs can adhere without falling. Each step while activated consumes 5 HP. Consecutive use adds +5 HP cost per step, with no cap. Cost resets upon stopping.」
    

    

    
      「Evaluation: A secret technique from an eccentric wanderer. Moves on vertical surfaces using finger and toe strength as if on flat ground.」
    

    

    
      The *Earthly Fiend* item aside, this technique was too peculiar. Even if Yan Qing could immediately advance to Third Job Change by using it, he wouldn’t want to. Who knew what sort of cursed class such a technique would pollute his job pool with? Better to give it to *Ye Si* or *Jiang Ten*—their Third Job Change had three choices, so the risk of a useless class was lower.
    

    

    
      *Bunny Heroine* passed through the *Central Courtyard* into the *Inner Hall*, where everyone was gathered around a treasure chest in the corner. Once she arrived, *Medicine Master Wen* and *Boreuo* began unloading all the chest’s contents.
    

    

    
      But unlike the front hall, this chest held only four items and fifty thousand *Spirit Jade*. Clearly, the unlucky last-picker would be left with only the *Spirit Jade*.
    

    

    
      Everyone looked toward *Bunny Heroine*, including *Medicine Master Wen*. *Bunny Heroine* didn’t hesitate, reaching out and claiming the most valuable loot: 「*Heavenly Gang · Whip-Mountain-Move-Stone Seal*!」
    

    

    
      Like the *Reviving Branch*, absorbing this seal increased *Vital Energy and Blood* by 50, but its granted technique, ‘*Whip-Mountain-Move-Stone Skill*,’ was exceedingly vague—it allowed the *Messenger* to shake stone and mountain-like objects with ease. Literally, it sounded like it gave bonuses against stone, but that was way too niche.
    

    

    
      Still, this meant Yan Qing now had one *Heavenly Gang* and two *Earthly Fiend* items. Disregarding *Path Foundation* compatibility, he was already equipped to attempt *Foundation Building*!
    

    

    
      *Blood Minister* took the 「*Earthly Fiend · Mountain-Bearing Bamboo*」, his eyes sharp as he stared at *Bunny Heroine*. No need to guess what he was thinking—clearly trying to get that *Heavenly Gang* item. Just from the names, *Whip-Mountain-Move-Stone Seal* and *Mountain-Bearing Bamboo* were a clear combo to form a specific *Path Foundation*. If he could obtain the seal, he’d attempt *Foundation Building* tonight.
    

    

    
      The third to pick was *Medicine Master Wen*, who had already locked onto her target: a handwritten copy of *Path Foundation Explained*. But before she could reach it, *Bunny Heroine* blocked her and shook her head.
    

    

    
      Though puzzled, *Medicine Master Wen* trusted her and took the 「*Secret Technique Research Book*」 instead. *Beiyou* then took the *Path Foundation Explained*, leaving *Boreuo* with the fifty thousand *Spirit Jade* consolation prize.
    

    

    
      With the spoils divided, everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Except for *Boreuo*, all were eager to return and assess their gains, yet none stepped out first. Five people. Ten eyes. Locked in a standoff like intersecting swords and spears. The *Inner Hall* was thick with an unspoken tension and helplessness.
    

    

    
      Beyond the *Inner Hall* lay the *Back Forest*—home to the *Demon Lord*.
    

    

    
      If *Si Wuxie* or his spirit beast was hiding in the *Secret Realm*, this was the only place left.
    

    

    
      Think deeper—was there really a *Demon Lord* in the *Back Forest*? Could *Si Wuxie* have already slain it, leaving only his spirit beast behind?
    

    

    
      If so, the fighting in this *Secret Realm* was over. They’d only need to enter and claim *Si Wuxie’s* legacy. At worst, they’d deal with a Third Job spirit beast.
    

    

    
      But how to divide the *Foundation Legacy*?
    

    

    
      *Heavenly Gang* and *Earthly Fiend* items could be split. They enhanced your chances, but weren’t essential—*Foundation Building* was still possible without them. The worst case? You just didn’t get a desirable *Path Foundation*.
    

    

    
      But *Foundation Pills* were critical. Without one, even with a full set of *Heavenly Gang* and *Earthly Fiend* items, the chance of success was just 30%. With one? That jumped to 60%.
    

    

    
      So how many *Foundation Pills* could *Si Wuxie’s* legacy contain?
    

    

    
      One? Maybe none.
    

    

    
      Very few *Secret Realms* produced them—only hidden realms like *Divine Marquis Estate* could. And even those were nearly inaccessible to *Foundation Messengers*.
    

    

    
      So even if *Si Wuxie* had one, it was something he must have gotten in his youth. How many could he possibly have? Surely not enough to go around.
    

    

    
      More likely, there were none. Just his Fourth-Stage Tokens, logs, *Heavenly Gang*, *Earthly Fiend* items, etc. Even that would be a stunning windfall—no one would willingly give it up.
    

    

    
      Thus, the awkward deadlock.
    

    

    
      After two battles, the *Three Guardians* already knew that *Medicine Master Wen* and *Bunny Heroine* were close to their strength—even without the girls using their trump cards. But who believed they didn’t have any? In a true fight, at least one Guardian might die, and the girls could flee using their trump cards.
    

    

    
      And could the *Three Guardians* really remain united in the face of *Si Wuxie’s* legacy? *Boreuo* and *Blood Minister* had already claimed *Heavenly Gang* and *Earthly Fiend* items. *Beiyou* had no *Foundation Spirit Item* yet. Could he really be content?
    

    

    
      No one had a guarantee of victory.
    

    

    
      No one dared to start a fight.
    

    

    
      No one was willing to leave.
    

    

    
      「Let’s take a look inside.」 *Beiyou* broke the silence. 「Standing here won’t change anything.」
    

    

    
      Everyone nodded silently and moved from the *Inner Hall* to the *Back Forest*. In the desolate grove of deadwood stood a colossal *Corpse King*, seated cross-legged with head bowed. From afar, it looked like a mountain of corpses.
    

    

    
      At the sight, even through the screen, Yan Qing felt the collective sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      Was it relief or disappointment? *Si Wuxie* hadn’t slain the *Demon Lord*—this was the final trial he left behind a hundred years ago. And it conveniently delayed the eruption of conflict.
    

    

    
      「*Wolf Demoness*, *Benefactor Bunny*.」 *Boreuo* suddenly spoke. 「This humble monk has a proposal.」
    

    

    
      「Five days. We have five days to defeat this *Corpse King*. We’ve ruled *Shu Mountain* for years; surely some leniency is due. If we can’t beat it in five days, we’ll share the legacy with you.」
    

    

    
      *Medicine Master Wen* replied, 「How will you divide it? Any division you propose means nothing here. Even if you’ve honored every past promise, *Foundation Legacy* is enough to betray all worldly virtues.」
    

    

    
      「Then let’s speak plainly.」 *Beiyou* said coolly. 「Divide by strength. If your side dominates by then, take the lion’s share. If we outlive you, we’ll claim it. So these five days are worth your wait—who knows? *Blood Minister* might trip and get stomped to death by the *Demon Lord*.」
    

    

    
      *Medicine Master Wen* and *Bunny Heroine* exchanged a glance and said to the *Three Guardians*:
    

    

    
      「Five days.」
    

    

    
      「Deal!」
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      "Shangle, you've grown old again," Helan Shou said flatly.
    

    

    
      "Mere mortals grow old eventually—how could I remain youthful forever like you, Grandfather?" Helan Shangle gave a bitter smile. "I still remember when I first met you as a child—I asked my father why Grandpa looked younger than Dad."
    

    

    
      A faint smile appeared on Helan Shou's face. "Is that so? The Golden Blade… how long has the Golden Blade been dead?"
    

    

    
      "Sixteen years," Helan Shangle said. "My father has been gone for sixteen years."
    

    

    
      "Is that so..."
    

    

    
      Seeing that he had successfully stirred Helan Shou's memories, Helan Shangle wisely did not interrupt. Although he was the biological grandson, he wasn’t particularly close to Helan Shou. Or rather, ever since Helan Shou had built his Foundation, it had been nearly impossible for anyone to grow close to him. Only his wife and children from before his Foundation stage could still garner a sliver of his attention. That was why Helan Shangle had deliberately brought up his father.
    

    

    
      After a while, Helan Shou asked, "What brings you to me?"
    

    

    
      Helan Shangle handed over a letter. Helan Shou took it and unfolded it. His serene face finally showed a ripple of emotion.
    

    

    
      "Someone managed to unravel Si Wuxie's inheritance?" he chuckled. "Back then, I couldn't for the life of me get past that Skull Tower."
    

    

    
      Helan Shangle quickly responded, "They are all Third-Stage Messengers. Naturally, it's far easier than what you faced, Grandfather. Not to mention, they have two Thunderstorm Messengers among them."
    

    

    
      "If the front hall could be bypassed with some trickery, even I found the Central Courtyard rather troublesome. Si Wuxie actually left a formation in there? The token that has that kind of effect—if I recall correctly, it’s the Primal Chaos One-Essence Sword Technique? They actually cleared it in a single day. However… both battles required Buddhist Tokens to resolve?"
    

    

    
      Helan Shou furrowed his white brows. "They had to use Buddhist Tokens… could it be…"
    

    

    
      He fell silent for a moment, then reread the letter. "Bunny Heroine? Wolf Demoness?"
    

    

    
      "Wolf Demoness is the daughter of the Duke of Jin, Medicine Master Wen. The Duke of Jin was executed for treason—" Helan Shangle caught himself when he saw the look of impatience on Helan Shou’s face and immediately cut to the chase. "Medicine Master Wen had previously fled to Shu Mountain. Whether in terms of weaponry, strength, or her entourage, it's undeniably her."
    

    

    
      "As for the Bunny Heroine, even the Helan Family hasn’t been able to dig up her background. All we know is that she appeared suddenly to save Medicine Master Wen, and together they slew Helan Que and seized his token."
    

    

    
      "Helan Que… I remember him. He was decent with a spear," Helan Shou said blandly. "The letter mentions that the Bunny Heroine holds a Return Token, but I recall that the Return Token belonged to Jiang Ten of Liang, didn’t it?"
    

    

    
      Hearing Winter-Hunting True Person dismiss Helan Que’s death with just one sentence, Helan Shangle sighed inwardly and replied, "Indeed. So he’s not sure whether the Return Token is real. But by logical deduction, for a mere Second-Stage Messenger to storm Shu Mountain, remain defiant even against the Three Guardians—only the Return Token could explain her unchecked rampage."
    

    

    
      "A Return Token capable of withstanding a Foundation Messenger… and from Si Wuxie’s legacy no less… it's enough to stir me from stillness." Helan Shou rose from his meditation cushion. "Do the other families know of this?"
    

    

    
      Helan Shangle quickly stood up and replied, "Highly unlikely. The expedition to the Forest of Corpses was top secret within Shu Mountain—only those five knew the details. Medicine Master Wen and the Bunny Heroine didn’t send any messages out. The other two Guardians are madmen obsessed with the Foundation Legacy. Only he was our Helan Family’s man."
    

    

    
      "Besides, he has a grudge against Medicine Master Wen and will surely try to stall her and the Bunny Heroine. As long as you descend upon Shu Mountain, Grandfather, both Si Wuxie’s inheritance and the Return Token will surely fall into your hands!"
    

    

    
      Helan Shou nodded with satisfaction. "Then there’s no time to waste. Let’s depart."
    

    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    

    
      Helan Shangle watched as Helan Shou simply walked out barefoot, still in white socks, not even bothering to put on shoes as he left the temple.
    

    

    
      The maidservants saw Winter-Hunting True Person heading out, but without having received any orders, they stood frozen, unsure what to do, dumbfoundedly watching his retreating figure. The village outside reacted the same. Adults stared as the white-haired youth stepped forth, only realizing they should kneel and bow after several seconds had passed. Only the children were still munching on snacks, and when they saw the old patriarch following behind the white-haired youth, they too became restless, itching to escape this godforsaken place.
    

    

    
      Outside the Secret Realm, the servants and stewards had long been waiting. As soon as Helan Shou emerged, the steward knelt and shouted loudly, "We respectfully welcome Winter-Hunting True Person’s descent into the world!"
    

    

    
      Even though their minds hadn’t caught up yet, the servants and crossbow-wielding retainers instinctively followed suit: "We respectfully welcome Winter-Hunting True Person’s descent into the world!"
    

    

    
      "We respectfully welcome Winter-Hunting True Person’s descent into the world!"
    

    

    
      The cheers echoed from the entrance of the Secret Realm all the way across the entire fortress. By the time Helan Shou reached the fortress gate, carriages and attendants were already prepared. Many had come especially to witness the immortal’s countenance, their expressions brimming with excitement, all prostrating as if witnessing a deity descending to the mortal realm.
    

    

    
      Helan Shangle kept a close eye on Helan Shou’s expression, ready to shout and drive the crowd away at the slightest hint of displeasure. Yet Helan Shou remained completely unmoved throughout, silently boarding the carriage. Helan Shangle followed closely behind.
    

    

    
      No signs of irritation—that was good news. It meant the old ancestor was still willing to accept the reverence and devotion of the people. Helan Shangle glanced at Helan Shou, who sat with eyes closed in meditation, and mustered the courage to say, "Grandfather, the Emperor recently exterminated the Duke of Jin’s entire line. Duke of Wei, Chu Luoyan—"
    

    

    
      "That’s your problem," Helan Shou opened his eyes. "Matters of the younger generations should be resolved by the younger generations."
    

    

    
      "Yes." Helan Shangle felt sweat soaking his back.
    

    

    
      Nearly all Foundation-stage True Persons were like this—they only cared about results. The squabbles of the Court were, in their eyes, nothing more than children playing house. Emperors, Pillars of the Nation, and the nobles squabbling for petty gain—they were just kids fighting over toys. Hardly worth their attention. Only a lunatic like Ying Le of Great Qi would even want to be Emperor.
    

    

    
      Helan Shou lifted the carriage curtain and gazed at the gardenias blooming across the hills. Suddenly, he said, "Just now you said Medicine Master Wen killed Ironhead’s son?"
    

    

    
      Helan Shangle froze, then recalled that Helan Que’s father had the nickname Ironhead.
    

    

    
      "Yes."
    

    

    
      "If she’s still on Shu Mountain, just deal with her along the way," Helan Shou said flatly. "These gardenias are well-grown. A reward."
    

    

    
      Helan Shangle immediately turned and shouted to the gardeners kneeling outside, "Winter-Hunting True Person commends your flower cultivation—each of you shall be rewarded with thirty Spirit Jade!"
    

    

    
      The gardeners were stunned at first, then immediately kowtowed fervently, beating their chests and swearing to grow even more beautiful flowers. Even though the Helan Family’s yearly stipend was generous, thirty Spirit Jade still equaled several years’ worth of their income!
    

    

    
      With thirty per person, that was nearly thirty thousand in total. Distributing this lush green bounty among the poor—Helan Shangle didn’t consider it expensive. This amount meant nothing to the century-old Helan Family, but if it could secure a small favor from the old ancestor, then no amount of Spirit Jade was too dear!
    

    

    
      The flowers needed tending, the children needed raising, and the maidservants would need replacing. Who knew—maybe the old ancestor might take a liking to one of them?
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      Shu Mountain, the mountain stronghold’s clearing.
    

    

    
      The Demon-Path Messengers formed a circle, howling and shouting like apes. At the center of the clearing, Medicine Master Wen stood facing off against three Demon-Path Messengers. All three were Second-Stage Messengers, notorious across the Liang Kingdom as the Black Whirlwind Three Brothers, a trio whose brutal reputation reached even the peaks of Shu Mountain.
    

    

    
      “Black-Big, didn’t you claim you killed a Third-Stage once? Prove it to us!”
    

    

    
      “Great Guardian! Wolf Demoness! Great Guardian! Wolf Demoness!”
    

    

    
      “Black-Big, Black-Second, Black-Third—your legs aren’t going weak, are they?”
    

    

    
      “Kill them! Kill them!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen wore armor with her face hidden behind a mask and hood, calm and unhurried as she twirled the Soul-Severing Spear, scattering sparks of spear-light. The Black Whirlwind Three Brothers gradually formed a triangle around her—Black-Big in front, Black-Second and Black-Third slipping into her blind spots. That was their way: when fighting one opponent, all three attacked together; if fighting a crowd… they ran for their lives.
    

    

    
      They were already Demon-Path bandits—why care about chivalry? They never intended to truly defeat the Fourth Great Guardian Wolf Demoness, but if they could fight her to a draw—or gain even a brief upper hand—it would be enough to make their name resound across Shu Mountain.
    

    

    
      If they truly defeated Wolf Demoness, that would be a miracle. Everyone knew that Wolf Demoness and Bunny Heroine had killed the Blood Minister’s younger brother. That deed alone could earn them unimaginable rewards from the Blood Minister.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Black-Third hurled a dart from the shadows. At the instant Medicine Master Wen dodged, Black-Big became a gust of black wind and charged, while Black-Second swung his soft whip from behind. One ahead, one behind—perfectly coordinated. Many Messengers, when faced with this combination, would be caught off guard and severely wounded—if not outright killed!
    

    

    
      But Medicine Master Wen was absolutely not among them!
    

    

    
      She blocked Black-Second’s whip with the butt of her spear, turned the tip toward Black-Big’s incoming blade, then spun the Soul-Severing Spear like a revolving lamp, tracing a sharp arc toward the approaching Black-Third!
    

    

    
      When the ambush failed, the brothers switched to surrounding attacks. The Black Whirlwind Three Brothers truly lived up to their nickname: fierce as a whirlwind, fast and relentless. Black-Big was swift, Black-Second supple, Black-Third sinister. Their attacks flowed endlessly, leaving no openings. One mistake could lead to death by their Demon-Path Tokens.
    

    

    
      The onlooking Messengers gradually fell silent. They imagined themselves surrounded by the Black Whirlwind—could they break free? It would be hard. Forcing a breakthrough would mean enduring one or two Demon-Path Tokens, and once wounded by those, the results were unpredictable. The brothers weren’t fools—they’d always strike for vital points.
    

    

    
      What if it were one of the Three Great Guardians instead?
    

    

    
      If it were Beiyou, he’d simply leap away through the air.
    

    

    
      If it were Boreuo, one thunderstorm strike would crush one brother to death.
    

    

    
      If it were the Blood Minister… encirclement was meaningless; one breath from him and he’d already be gone.
    

    

    
      But the newly appointed Great Guardian Wolf Demoness gave an entirely different answer—
    

    

    
      She met attack with attack!
    

    

    
      Though she held the Soul-Severing Spear and wore the Vajra Armor, she moved as lightly as a butterfly in the storm. In that flurry of blades and wind, she danced gracefully. Each thrust of her spear struck precisely against her opponents’ weapons, keeping all three brothers a spear’s length away even while encircled!
    

    

    
      As time passed, the Black Whirlwind Three Brothers grew increasingly anxious; even their attacks began to repeat. Demon-Path duels were normally swift—one exchange to decide life or death. How had it dragged on this long? They were running out of tricks!
    

    

    
      “Have you exhausted your petty skills?”
    

    

    
      The Great Guardian Wolf Demoness coldly remarked, then the Soul-Severing Spear tapped each of them once—instantly detonating the protective barriers on their bodies!
    

    

    
      Such terrifying destructive power!?
    

    

    
      The Black Whirlwind Three Brothers were horrified. They hurriedly leapt back and bowed. “We’ve lost this time! Many thanks to the Great Guardian Wolf Demoness for showing mercy!”
    

    

    
      “The Great Guardian Wolf Demoness truly deserves her seat as the Fourth Chair of Shu Mountain!”
    

    

    
      The onlookers were dumbfounded. The brothers’ defensive tokens were at least Second-Stage, yet she shattered them with a single spear? Even if she weren’t a Demon-Path Messenger, she could still slaughter most of those present!
    

    

    
      If anyone had thought before that Wolf Demoness only rose thanks to her sister’s fame, the Black Whirlwind Three Brothers had now become proof enough that she truly possessed the strength of a Great Guardian.
    

    

    
      “You three are not bad,” said Medicine Master Wen calmly. “Join my team tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Great Guardian! It would be an honor for us brothers to follow you in the assault on the Wolf Den!”
    

    

    
      They ran off to the Demon-Slaying Hall and eagerly signed their names beneath Wolf Demoness’s.
    

    

    
      “Anyone else wish to join my team tomorrow?” Medicine Master Wen asked, glancing around.
    

    

    
      “I will!”
    

    

    
      “Great Guardian, we—the Dog, Wolf, and Bear trio—have attacked the Wolf Den many times. We have rich experience!”
    

    

    
      “Great Guardian, our Black Wolf Guild also wishes to—”
    

    

    
      Today was the fourth day of rest. Medicine Master Wen, restless from idleness—and since Bunny Heroine had proposed exploring the Wolf Den several times—came to the Demon-Slaying Hall to recruit Messengers.
    

    

    
      However, she barely knew the Messengers here—their strengths and weaknesses alike were mysteries. And though she held the title of Great Guardian, she was still a newcomer. Why would Demon-Path Messengers trust her? At best, they’d join her to avoid paying the entry tax for Wolf Den expeditions.
    

    

    
      Hence the duel in the clearing. Once Medicine Master Wen mentioned wanting to “spar a little,” the Black Whirlwind Three Brothers volunteered at once.
    

    

    
      It had been a risky move. Though the brothers were Demon-Path Messengers, she herself was a Third-Stage Messenger. A Third-Stage fighting Seconds—everyone would compare her to the other Great Guardians. Even the slightest sign of weakness would make her reputation on Shu Mountain plummet.
    

    

    
      But not only did Medicine Master Wen win—she won easily and beautifully.
    

    

    
      The reason she could explode the brothers’ protective barriers in a single strike was, of course, due to the Soul-Severing Spear’s “Sixty-Four Thrusts” authority. While defending earlier, she had been quietly stacking combo counts. Yet to those unaware, it looked as though she had simply toyed with them—only choosing to end the fight when she grew bored.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the Black Whirlwind Three Brothers volunteered again: “Great Guardian, you don’t need to test each of them one by one. We can assess everyone’s skills for you!”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen agreed readily. Since her might was already established, it was time to assert authority. She didn’t particularly care to dominate Shu Mountain, but she was used to the respect and obedience of those around her. Wherever she went, she was naturally the leader.
    

    

    
      There were only two exceptions—the Thieves’ House, and the Bunny Heroine.
    

    

    
      Thinking of Bunny Heroine brought to mind their conversation three days ago, after returning from the Forest of Corpses.
    

    

    
      During the loot distribution in the Central Courtyard, Medicine Master Wen had actually desired “Path Foundation Explained” the most, since her understanding of Path Foundations was limited. That book would have been greatly beneficial to her future Foundation Building. But since Bunny Heroine signaled her to take the “Secret Technique Research Book” instead, she naturally obeyed her sister.
    

    

    
      Let alone a mere research book—even if Bunny Heroine wanted to take the Earthly Fiend · Immobilizing Stone back, Medicine Master Wen would have given it to her without hesitation.
    

    

    
      However, Bunny Heroine didn’t want the Secret Technique Research Book for herself. She merely thought there was no need to take Path Foundation Explained—because she already knew every Path Foundation in existence, as well as all Heavenly Gang and Earthly Fiend pairings.
    

    

    
      “My brother forced me to memorize them. If I failed, he’d feed me Bitter Melon,” she explained.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen had not doubted her—and for the first time, she thought her brother had done exactly the right thing.
    

    

    
      According to Bunny Heroine’s explanation, the Immobilizing Stone corresponded to two high-grade Path Foundations and one perfect Path Foundation:
    

    

    
      —the Nine-Abyss Mountain-Suppressing Path Foundation, paired with Heavenly Gang · Tremor-of-Mountains-and-Earth;
    

    

    
      —the Ten-Thousand-Edge Howling-Peaks Path Foundation, paired with Heavenly Gang · Mountain-Whipping-Stone-Shifting;
    

    

    
      —and the Greedy-Wolf Conquering-General Path Foundation, paired with Heavenly Gang · Star-Shifting-Constellation-Changing.
    

    

    
      That’s right—using the Mountain-Whipping-Stone-Shifting Seal she just obtained, together with her Immobilizing Stone, Bunny Heroine could already assemble the Ten-Thousand-Edge Howling-Peaks Path Foundation!
    

    
        Although Bunny Heroine did not know the detailed information of the Path Foundations, just from the name alone she could tell that this Path Foundation specialized in offense—perfect for the valiant and battle-hardened Medicine Master Wen.
    

    

    
      Bunny Heroine thought so as well. When she shared the Path Foundation information, she even brought out the Mountain-Whipping-Stone-Shifting Seal, staring directly at her.
    

    

    
      But Medicine Master Wen said nothing.
    

    

    
      She understood what Bunny Heroine meant, and Bunny Heroine knew she understood—so their conversation ended there. Even after three days, neither of them mentioned it again.
    

    

    
      Because Medicine Master Wen could not afford the price.
    

    

    
      She could not imagine what she could offer in return for such a gift of enlightenment. On the contrary, if she handed the Immobilizing Stone to Bunny Heroine to help her build her foundation, that would make much more sense—Medicine Master Wen would give it willingly, and Bunny Heroine could accept it without guilt.
    

    

    
      For the past three days, Medicine Master Wen had been considering her decision and finally chose to wait for the right moment.
    

    

    
      If before Bunny Heroine’s Third Job Change she still hadn’t obtained another Heavenly Gang, Medicine Master Wen would give her the Immobilizing Stone. If she had, then Medicine Master Wen would trade something for the Mountain-Whipping-Stone-Shifting Seal.
    

    

    
      It might sound like saying, “I’ll give it back when the child grows up,” but knowing Bunny Heroine as she did, she believed her breakthrough to Third-Stage wasn’t far—perhaps she would even reach it during the battle against the Demon Lord of the Forest of Corpses.
    

    

    
      The inheritance of Si Wuxie would determine the fate of many.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Medicine Master Wen noticed something and walked over to the wine table in the Demon-Slaying Hall. Everyone thought the Great Guardian was going for a drink, so no one paid attention. A few wondered, though, how she planned to drink with her mask on—would she pour it through her nose?
    

    

    
      Beside the table stood a servant pouring wine. Medicine Master Wen handed him a piece of Hundred-Jade. After receiving it, the servant lowered his voice and said, “In the past two days, all three Great Guardians have sent people down the mountain. Boreuo only sent Fu Nan, probably to check the restaurant accounts, and he returned yesterday. Beiyou and the Blood Minister both sent many men, but few came back. I don’t know their intent.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen gave him another Hundred-Jade, then returned to her seat with a wine cup in hand. She hadn’t been idle these days. After some observation, she discovered that the servants here were quite well-informed. So she chose one who looked weak and often bullied by the others, turning him into an informant to investigate whether the Three Great Guardians had sent subordinates for any secret dealings.
    

    

    
      Just as the Three Great Guardians worried she and her allies might call in outsiders to rob them of the spoils, Medicine Master Wen likewise feared that they might invite outsiders to wipe them out completely.
    

    

    
      And from the looks of it, all three seemed suspicious. When the time came to attack the Forest of Corpses, it would inevitably be a fire-snatching gamble.
    

    

    
      Still, as long as they were quick—seize the inheritance and escape into the mountains… besides, I have the Thieves’ House, and Bunny Heroine has the Return Token. No matter what happens, we won’t be cornered…
    

    

    
      “Seriously? That glove’s worth two hundred thousand Spirit Jade?”
    

    

    
      “It’s not the glove itself—it’s the information about its owner that’s worth two hundred thousand. But if it’s that valuable, the glove must be at least a Second-Stage Token, probably a Rare one or higher.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the nearby Demon-Path Messengers talking, Medicine Master Wen glanced over—and her expression instantly turned serious.
    

    

    
      She reached out and took the Commission Token from one of the Messengers’ hands. “What’s this?” she asked.
    

    

    
      Faced with the Great Guardian Wolf Demoness, the Messenger dared not hide anything. “It’s a Commission Token from the Black Market in the city. Sometimes the Righteous Path wants to do dirty work quietly, so they post commissions there. Complete the job, and you get paid.”
    

    

    
      He paused, then added, “This particular commission came from Old Zhou’s network. He mostly deals with the Liang Kingdom, so it’s probably from their side.”
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen studied the Commission Token. Its contents were simple: whoever discovered the person possessing these gloves and reported it to the commissioner would receive one hundred thousand Spirit Jade. Few recognized the gloves, since they hadn’t appeared in over a century—but Medicine Master Wen had once seen their sketch. They represented the eternal humiliation of the Royal Family of Liang, for even Emperor Taizu of Liang had lost two Foundation Tokens to their power.
    

    

    
      Hands of Hundredfold Refinement!
    

    

    
      People of Liang Kingdom were offering a bounty for its owner? Why?
    

    

    
      “This kind of commission is common,” the Demon-Path Messenger explained. “Probably someone stole or robbed the gloves, and Liang Kingdom wants to save face.” He eyed Medicine Master Wen’s Tiger Armguards and added, “If the Great Guardian recognizes them, don’t miss the chance. If Liang Kingdom offers two hundred thousand for a bounty, the gloves must be worth at least five hundred thousand.”
    

    

    
      Five hundred thousand? Far more than that—if it were the original Hands of Hundredfold Refinement, Liang Kingdom would gladly trade an entire year’s tax revenue for it.
    

    

    
      But the original Hands of Hundredfold Refinement were a Fourth-Stage Token, usable only by Foundation Messengers, and had long been destroyed—likely sealed somewhere in the Royal Family of Liang’s Secret Treasury…
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen’s heart stirred.
    

    

    
      She had always believed that Bunny Heroine’s Hands of Hundredfold Refinement had nothing to do with the legendary gauntlets from a century ago. After all, who would be foolish enough to downgrade a Fourth-Stage Legendary to a Second-Stage Legendary? The former was priceless; the latter, though precious, was merely worth a few million Spirit Jade—with plenty of possible substitutes.
    

    

    
      More importantly, the Royal Family of Liang must have guarded the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement with utmost secrecy, hidden in a place known to no one. Could a thief really steal a national treasure from under the royal family’s nose?
    

    

    
      Yes—there really was such a thief.
    

    

    
      Medicine Master Wen knew this all too well, because she herself had personally rescued those two audacious thieves from the Imperial Secret Treasury of Liang.
    

    

    
      The theft had happened only days ago, and this Commission Token had just reached Shu Mountain—the timing matched perfectly.
    

    

    
      If Bunny Heroine’s gloves truly were the Hands of Hundredfold Refinement stolen from Liang Kingdom…
    

    

    
      If someone had really degraded a Fourth-Stage Legendary into a Second-Stage Legendary…
    

    

    
      “Could it be that what you’re wearing are the repaired Hands of Hundredfold Refinement?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know. My brother picked them up.”
    

    

    
      “Picked them up?”
    

    

    
      “He said he picked them up. He often picks up lots of good things from outside.”
    

  EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover]
 

EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      Messenger of Calamity


      
        		
          Chapter 1 - Thieves' Den: Thieves' Den
        


        		
          Chapter 2: Nesser's Handheld Gaming Console
        


        		
          Chapter 3: "You're Dead"
        


        		
          Chapter 4: Public Warehouse
        


        		
          Chapter 5: Secret Realm Instance
        


        		
          Chapter 6: Conflict
        


        		
          Chapter 7: Job Change
        


        		
          Chapter 8: "Lord of Lecheng County · Ying Ru Shi"
        


        		
          Chapter 9: The Good Person
        


        		
          Chapter 10: My Joy 10
        


        		
          Chapter 11: The Capital City
        


        		
          Chapter 12: Each Harbors Their Own Thoughts
        


        		
          Chapter 13: Couldn’t Stand to See the Suffering in the Mortal World
        


        		
          Chapter 14: World Affairs
        


        		
          Chapter 15: Milestone
        


        		
          Chapter 16: The Loophole in the Main City
        


        		
          Chapter 17: A Chance for Repentance
        


        		
          Chapter 18: Blocking the Door
        


        		
          Chapter 19: Changing Profession to Messenger of Calamity
        


        		
          Chapter 20: Arrival at Chang’an
        


        		
          Chapter 21: Dungeon Turmoil
        


        		
          Chapter 22: All of You, Freeze. This Is a Robbery
        


        		
          Chapter 23: An Wu, I’ve arrived
        


        		
          Chapter 24: Like a Ghost, Like a Buddha
        


        		
          Chapter 25: Item Tiers
        


        		
          Chapter 26: Hard Work
        


        		
          Chapter 27: Bingzi Pepper Forest
        


        		
          Chapter 28: Auction
        


        		
          Chapter 29: Most-Wanted List at the Divine Marquis’s Mansion
        


        		
          Chapter 30: Announcement from the Marquis of the Divine
        


        		
          Chapter 31: Bounty
        


        		
          Chapter 32: Milestone Achieved
        


        		
          Chapter 33: Milestone Shared Across All Accounts
        


        		
          Chapter 34: Event “Mansu Woodland”
        


        		
          Chapter 35: Side Quest
        


        		
          Chapter 36: Battle in the Rain
        


        		
          Chapter 37: The Young Mistress
        


        		
          Chapter 38: Shang Xinlei
        


        		
          Chapter 39: An Interesting Woman
        


        		
          Chapter 40: Shelter
        


        		
          Chapter 41: The Demonic Descent
        


        		
          Chapter 42: Personal Scoreboard
        


        		
          Chapter 43: Blade Warrior Statue
        


        		
          Chapter 44: End of the First Day in the Instance
        


        		
          Chapter 45: The Genius Among Geniuses (Part 1)
        


        		
          Chapter 46: Offense (Extra Chapter, Asking for Monthly Tickets)
        


        		
          Chapter 47: The Second Night's Banquet
        


        		
          Chapter 48: Surging Public Sentiment
        


        		
          Chapter 49: Insight into the Token
        


        		
          Chapter 50: Far-Sighted and Shallow
        


        		
          Chapter 51: Fortuitous Encounter
        


        		
          Chapter 52: Enhancement Materials for the Legendary Token
        


        		
          Chapter 53: Pearl Tear Alliance
        


        		
          Chapter 54: Fourth-Stage Demon
        


        		
          Chapter 55: Power of Calamity
        


        		
          Chapter 56: Calamity Version
        


        		
          Chapter 57: A Great Mandate from Heaven upon This Person
        


        		
          Chapter 58: So It Was You
        


        		
          Chapter 59: The Only Marvel · Portrait of Heroes
        


        		
          Chapter 60: Inside and Outside the Woodland
        


        		
          Chapter 61: Camp Tremors
        


        		
          Chapter 62: Going All Out
        


        		
          Chapter 63: The Wind Rises
        


        		
          Chapter 64: Interrogation
        


        		
          Chapter 65: The Crime Scene
        


        		
          Chapter 66: Guarantee
        


        		
          Chapter 67: What Are You Still Waiting For
        


        		
          Chapter 68: Obstruction
        


        		
          Chapter 69: Take Action
        


        		
          Chapter 70: Violent
        


        		
          Chapter 71: Encirclement and Execution
        


        		
          Chapter 72: Bingzi Pepper Forest
        


        		
          Chapter 73: Heaven’s Veil
        


        		
          Chapter 74: None Dare Respond
        


        		
          Chapter 75: Foundation Arrival
        


        		
          Chapter 76: Jiang Ten Departs
        


        		
          Chapter 77: Inventory Check
        


        		
          Chapter 78: Treasure-Hunting Token
        


        		
          Chapter 79: Camp Chatter
        


        		
          Chapter 80: Auctioning the Manual
        


        		
          Chapter 81: Secret Realm · Thieves' House: Second Case
        


        		
          Chapter 82: The Rat Monk
        


        		
          Chapter 83: Jiangnan City
        


        		
          Chapter 84: You Were Wrong
        


        		
          Chapter 85: Only Me
        


        		
          Chapter 86: Shang Xuanwen
        


        		
          Chapter 87: Evening Banquet
        


        		
          Chapter 88: The Prisoner
        


        		
          Chapter 89: The Way of Heaven Moves with Constancy
        


        		
          Chapter 90: You Seem More Like a Father Than Us
        


        		
          Chapter 91: Thieves of Hooks Are Executed, Thieves of Nations Become Lords
        


        		
          Chapter 92: Hidden Milestone
        


        		
          Chapter 93: Scheme to Steal the Heaven-Reliant Sword
        


        		
          Chapter 94: Shopping
        


        		
          Chapter 95: Hell of the Human Heart
        


        		
          Chapter 96: Descent Upon Jiangnan
        


        		
          Chapter 97: Squad
        


        		
          Chapter 98: Dilemma Resolved on Its Own
        


        		
          Chapter 99: Assassination
        


        		
          Chapter 100: Shut Your Mouth
        


        		
          Chapter 101: Royal Secret Vault
        


        		
          Chapter 102: Secret Treasury Conversation
        


        		
          Chapter 103: Wolf and Fox Bow to the Prime Minister
        


        		
          Chapter 104: The First Ambush
        


        		
          Chapter 105: Blood-Boiling Combination Technique
        


        		
          Chapter 106: Tiger’s Roar in Jiangnan
        


        		
          Chapter 107: Doubt
        


        		
          Chapter 108: Abandoning a Companion
        


        		
          Chapter 109: Inner Treasury Predicament
        


        		
          Chapter 110: Entry-Exit Mechanism
        


        		
          Chapter 111: Together
        


        		
          Chapter 112: Online Treasure Exchange
        


        		
          Chapter 113: Rare Trade for a Stroke of the Brush
        


        		
          Chapter 114: Convergence
        


        		
          Chapter 115: Medicine Master Wen’s Little Schemes
        


        		
          Chapter 116: 《Heaven-Reliant Sword》
        


        		
          Chapter 117: Second Mission Settlement
        


        		
          Chapter 118: The White Fox Grasps the Heaven-Reliant Sword
        


        		
          Chapter 119: Uneven Division of the Spoils
        


        		
          Chapter 120: Slowly Repay It Later
        


        		
          Chapter 121: Parting While Alive
        


        		
          Chapter 122: Parting by Death
        


        		
          Chapter 123: The Imperial Heart Is Hard to Fathom
        


        		
          Chapter 124: The Shang Family's Adopted Daughter
        


        		
          Chapter 125: Seven-Step Chant
        


        		
          Chapter 126: If You Dare, Come to the Thieves' House and Beat Me
        


        		
          Chapter 127: I Curse You
        


        		
          Chapter 128: Demon-Path Vicious Grounds
        


        		
          Chapter 129: Foundation Legacy
        


        		
          Chapter 130: Encounter
        


        		
          Chapter 131: My Brother Said
        


        		
          Chapter 132: Rabbit Heroine
        


        		
          Chapter 133: Gave Everything Yet Couldn’t Win
        


        		
          Chapter 134: Hands of Hundredfold Refinement
        


        		
          Chapter 135: The Wonderful Use of the Treasure-Hunting Token
        


        		
          Chapter 136: Picky Eater
        


        		
          Chapter 137: You Actually Want to Be My Sister-in-Law
        


        		
          Chapter 138: Red Name
        


        		
          Chapter 139: Asura Token
        


        		
          Chapter 140: Asura Milestone
        


        		
          Chapter 141: Earrings
        


        		
          Chapter 142: Seven-Star Sword, Eternal Joy City
        


        		
          Chapter 143: Auction
        


        		
          Chapter 144: Blade and Sword Messenger
        


        		
          Chapter 145: Stats and Mechanics
        


        		
          Chapter 146: A Killing Intent Rises
        


        		
          Chapter 147: I’m Going Too
        


        		
          Chapter 148: Invincible with Me
        


        		
          Chapter 149: You’re Already Dead
        


        		
          Chapter 150: Blood Attendant Zhong Ji
        


        		
          Chapter 151: Blood-Shadow Kill Move
        


        		
          Chapter 152: Forced Kill on a Third-Stage Messenger
        


        		
          Chapter 153: Three Grand Protectors
        


        		
          Chapter 154: The Fourth Great Protector
        


        		
          Chapter 155: 
        


        		
          Chapter 156: “Shang Xinlei, You…”
        


        		
          Chapter 157: Demon Path
        


        		
          Chapter 158: Meeting
        


        		
          Chapter 159: Employment
        


        		
          Chapter 160: 
        


        		
          Chapter 161: The Secret Realm That Was Never Reset
        


        		
          Chapter 162: Karmic Force
        


        		
          Chapter 163: Undying Skull Tower
        


        		
          Chapter 164: Final Attempt
        


        		
          Chapter 165: Power of Calamity
        


        		
          Chapter 166: Heavenly Gang and Earthly Fiends
        


        		
          Chapter 167: Calamity Milestone
        


        		
          Chapter 168: Ox Immortal Guest
        


        		
          Chapter 169: The Confounding Formation of Primal Chaos
        


        		
          Chapter 170: The Inherently Evil Little Brat
        


        		
          Chapter 171: Got It
        


        		
          Chapter 172: The Five-Day Pact
        


        		
          Chapter 173: 
        


        		
          Chapter 174: Winter-Hunting True Person
        


        		
          Chapter 175: Path Foundation
        


      


    
  

EPUB/cover.jpg





