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  Chapter 1: Spring
The blazing red setting sun was like a ferocious beast plunging into an enraged sea, resplendent beyond compare, while the shadows of the peaks on the earth were grotesque and eerie, as if harboring unresolved sorrows.

Occasional gusts of wind and sand swept through, leaving no blade of grass alive; as far as the eye could see, there was nothing but undulating desolation.

In a mountain hollow, a group of miners toiled incessantly, discharging the excavated earth and rock from deep underground, filling one gully after another in the nearby mountains.

As dusk fell, the light gradually diminished, and the scorching heat softened. Alert personnel secretly positioned around the valley work site began to cautiously emerge and look around.

A crude lounge chair, pieced together from scrap wood, was carried up to the mountain top by two people and set down. On the chair sat a gaunt, cold-faced middle-aged man, prematurely aged. He squinted at the setting sun, raised a hand to wave away those beside him who showed signs of melancholy, as the wind ruffled his graying hair, revealing a sickly, weary appearance. Yet, his clothing was the most presentable here.

It was merely a set of ordinary clothes. The others—the miners, including the surrounding guards and the people who had just carried him up—were so poor it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say they had no pants. Most wore a few rags to cover their private parts, their bodies were dirty and emaciated, their hair disheveled. One couldn't find a fat person here.

The difference between the guards and the miners, besides the weapons in their hands, was the straw-woven masks covering their faces and the black cloth strips tied to their arms to distinguish them. The act of tearing an entire piece of black cloth into strips was already a luxury in this extremely resource-scarce land of exile.

The miners dumping earth and rock into the gullies, then returning to the mine shaft with their shoulder poles, had complexions where bronze was the lightest shade. None were as pale and clean as the middle-aged man on the lounge chair; most were barefoot. Some genuinely had no shoes, while others hung their straw sandals on their waists, preferring to toughen their feet on less abrasive paths rather than overly wear out their shoes. Fortunately, they were all accustomed to it; the skin on their soles was thick.

Among them, two individuals, one tall and one short, appeared somewhat unusual.

The terms tall and short were relative; the shorter one was not short compared to others, but the tall one was indeed a bit taller than a normal person.

Occasional gusts of wind and sand blew against their faces, sometimes parting the disheveled hair that covered them. Even though their exposed faces were very dirty, and despite the stubble from long neglect, it couldn't hide the youthful aura on their faces.

The other miners' faces were numb with fatigue, but the two unusual individuals stared at the middle-aged man on the mountaintop, observing him from afar, so much so that when they reached the mine entrance, they didn't notice someone walking out to meet them from inside. The other miners had already actively separated and moved aside to make way, but the two almost collided.

The newcomer, swinging his large sleeves, walked out quickly. He was a man with a fleshy face, named Shen Youkun. Although his upper and lower garments didn't match and had many patches, he was one of only two people here who wore a full set of clothes.

Shen Youkun was the supervisor of this mine excavation. His temper was not good; he would beat and scold at the slightest provocation. The summoned miners were all a bit afraid of him, but he had the capability to ensure everyone had two meals of dry rice daily, and he had promised rewards afterward—a sum of grain! Shen Youkun had been the top figure here until recently, when the middle-aged man lying on the lounge chair arrived, and his role seemed to immediately bow into that of an obedient subordinate. This was why the two young men, one tall and one short, paid particular attention to observing that middle-aged man.

They did not know the middle-aged man and had never seen him in this land of exile, but they knew Shen Youkun, and even had a past grievance with him.

After their head-on collision, the two couldn't help but feel a little nervous. They truly hadn't expected to run into him directly like this. They quickly lowered their heads, letting their disheveled hair cover their faces. The tall one even nodded and bowed, taking the opportunity to bend his knees, attempting to conceal his height somewhat. He was quite self-aware.

Fortunately, Shen Youkun's attention wasn't on them at all. As soon as he reached the cave entrance, he looked around at the surroundings, his gaze quickly locking onto the middle-aged man on the mountain top. Impatiently, he shoved the two aside with a brusque “Get out of the way,” and walked straight between them, quickly striding towards his target.

The numb miners merely glanced back, not delaying their continued progress. Lingering would invite suspicion of laziness, and the overseer's whip would show no mercy.

The tall and short duo, who were following, exchanged glances, both secretly sighing in relief. The tall one, carrying his load, unconsciously patted his chest, muttering “Good, good,” in a relieved manner.

Without vegetation, the mountain body is unstable.

As Shen Youkun ascended the mountain, sand and stones occasionally clattered down beneath his feet. By the time he reached the solitary lounge chair, he was panting. “Uncle, why have you come all the way up the mountain to brave the wind? Your cultivation has just been crippled, and your body is still very weak. Wind evils can easily invade; you should take good care of yourself and recuperate more.”

Panting, he himself had also been banished to this land of exile to fend for himself only after his cultivation was crippled, though he had arrived a few years earlier than the uncle he addressed.

His uncle, named Qi Ziru, stared blankly at the last splendor in the sky, as if murmuring in a trance, “You said we needed to clear out this East Nine Plains before acting. Have all the people been cleared out?”

Shen Youkun, about to instinctively give a full guarantee, suddenly realized there seemed to be a deeper meaning in his uncle’s words. He glanced at the mountain below, which had been bustling with activity for many days. He swallowed his words and mumbled, “Almost.”

Qi Ziru remained indifferent, “Previously, you said the people of East Nine Plains were difficult to deal with, and that it would be hard to keep things secret without clearing the area. You also said you needed sufficient supplies to clear them out. You should know how difficult it is to get things into this land of exile, even a piece of paper is hard to bring in. Yet, I still found every way to help you infiltrate the supplies. Now you’ve already started excavating, but you tell me the clearing is ‘almost’ done. How much is ‘almost’?”

Shen Youkun lowered his head, stammering, “It’s basically cleared out, just two remaining.” He then looked up again, “Just two people, not worth worrying about.”

Qi Ziru still stared at the sky, still appearing uninterested in anything. “Just? You have so many people at your disposal, yet a mere two people prevented you from completing the clearing. I want to know what kind of ‘mere’ two people they are.”

Shen Youkun was a bit embarrassed. With the conversation reaching this point, he dared not conceal anything and confessed honestly, “One is the chief of East Nine Plains, Shi Chun, and the other is his staunch follower, Wu Jinliang. All their hundred-plus men in East Nine Plains have already been sent into the city according to my prediction and plan. Now, only the two of them remain in the entire East Nine Plains. Without their eyes and ears, they won't discover the secret activities here in such a large area.”

Qi Ziru slowly turned his head, staring coldly at him. “So, the ones not cleared out happen to be the two biggest leaders of East Nine Plains. What is the background of these two?”

Shen Youkun scoffed dismissively, “Local natives. Their ancestors' circumstances are long untraceable. Both their parents died in a fight over a water source. The two grew up eating ‘a hundred family’s food’ in East Nine Plains, two stinking beggar bastards. It’s a miracle they didn’t starve to death.”

His tone held a hatred as if he wished to trample them into mud.

Qi Ziru raised his eyelids slightly, realizing that after his nephew was banished here, some unspoken conflict might have occurred between him and that chief.

What his nephew didn't want to say, with his current energy, he didn't want to ask further, and he had his own judgment on what had already been stated.

Although he was here in the land of exile for the first time, he already had a general understanding of the environment and knew the situation of the so-called local natives.

People who struggled to survive here were either banished to this place or were descendants of those banished.

Those banished for crimes, inevitably both male and female, due to natural instincts, could not help but multiply. Those new generations were the so-called local natives.

Resources were extremely scarce in this place. For both the banished and the local natives, the biggest problem was actually survival. People often fought over food and drink, such as water sources, and sometimes even over a single tree. Anything that could be sent to the city to exchange for “money” was prone to contention.

Indiscriminate logging, reckless digging, and excessive harvesting led to severe ecological destruction, causing most necessities of life to lose their regenerative capacity, which in turn led to a vicious cycle of survival competition.

The so-called “money” did not circulate in the land of exile; it only circulated in designated cities, where it could be used to purchase survival supplies. This “money” was also called “merit.” Accumulating a certain standard of “merit” allowed one to leave this land of exile through that city and gain freedom.

The so-called “city” was actually the gate of this large open-air prison, and also a node connecting two realms.

There were multiple similar cities distributed throughout the land of exile.

Banished individuals like him, who had suffered punishment, could not directly escape even if they accumulated enough “merit.” For example, if he was sentenced to ten years and not pardoned, he could not leave with sufficient “merit” before his sentence was up.

Most people banished to this place were cultivators. Before being thrown in, they had to endure a cruel torture, their cultivation completely crippled, essentially cutting off any possibility of further cultivation, at least during their exile. They were akin to ordinary mortals, the punishment undeniably brutal.

Without cultivation, surviving in this harsh environment was extremely difficult; most people found it hard to endure their sentences.

Those punished and thrown in were not allowed to bring anything, not even a piece of paper, besides the clothes on their backs.

The new generations were not subject to the same crimes. Descendants of the banished could leave this place directly with enough “merit,” but accumulating a sufficient amount was not easy.

Shen Youkun, grunting twice, continued, “That Shi Chun originally had no surname, and his parents couldn't figure out their own origins or what their ancestors' surname was. It is said that he was born in spring, so they named this child 'Chun.' This is also a common naming method for the lower-class commoners in this land of exile; for them, a name is just a designation, without much fuss. When Shi Chun was half-grown, a banished woman drifted to East Nine Plains. She was said to be very beautiful. Because of some guidance she offered, the locals allowed her to settle in East Nine Plains. Perhaps out of repayment or idleness, it is said that the woman, seeing the ignorance of the people in the plains, taught several young boys there how to read during her stay, and Shi Chun was among them.

After staying for about three years, that woman left, no one knows where she went, or if her sentence was up and she gained freedom. No one even knew her name; her background is probably only known to those in charge at the city gate. Shi Chun regarded that woman as his teacher, and out of gratitude, he took the 'Shi' character from his teacher's name as his surname. Because he only knew a few characters but had never studied, he turned his name into a joke, often mocked as 'Si Chun.'[TL]Due to his poor literacy, “Shi Chun” (石春) was twisted into “Si Chun” (屎春, lit. Shit Spring), a mocking nickname that stuck.[/TL] Once it spread, by the time he understood the meaning, it was too late to regret, and he often got into fights because of it.”
Chapter 2: Female General
Qi Ziru: “That woman taught him a cultivation method?”

Shen Youkun: “Not really. Unlike the outside world, there’s no shortage of exiled cultivators here. To survive, they have to offer something, so the local natives don’t lack cultivation methods. Shi Chun’s cultivation path started from a young age； that woman only taught him to read some characters. Ridiculously, after that, the scoundrel started acting all refined, actually thinking of himself as a scholar. Later, he somehow got a scholar’s robe and often dresses like one. It’s utterly disgusting...”

Qi Ziru suddenly interrupted: “Get to the point.”

Shen Youkun faltered for a moment, “Relying on his two-faced treachery, this beast quickly took control of the East Nine Plains after his cultivation matured, becoming its chief. After becoming the chief, he proclaimed that he grew up eating from the pots of every household in the East Nine Plains and wouldn't let everyone down. Later on, he did indeed work hard to send quite a few people from the East Nine Plains into the city. I exploited this very weakness, using it as bait to clear out his eyes and ears.”

Qi Ziru was somewhat surprised, “With a chance to leave the Land of Exile, why didn't he leave? Were the resources offered as bait not enough?”

As he finished speaking, the wind picked up again.

Speaking of this, the corner of Shen Youkun's mouth twitched slightly. He leaned over and raised his sleeve to block the blowing sand and dust for his uncle, “It was a sure bet. It would only be more, never less. The accumulated Merit was definitely enough for him to leave. Who the hell knows what's wrong with that guy. I was baffled by him at the time too. He had a chance to get out, so why didn't he take it? He no longer had any forces to back him up, wasn't he afraid of trouble brewing over time? Thinking back on it, it was most likely because of a woman.

It's no secret that the scoundrel has his eyes on the daughter of the proprietress of the ‘Far-Gazing Tower Tower’ in the city. A family that can open a shop and do business in a city of the Land of Exile, what kind of background must they have? How could they possibly take a liking to him? He’s a toad lusting after a swan’s flesh, completely unaware of his own standing. Other than this, I can't think of any other reason for him to stay. There shouldn't be anything else in this godforsaken place worth his attachment.”

After stating his conclusion, he observed his uncle's expression. Seeing no reaction at all, he continued: “As for that Wu Jinliang, he's a big tall fellow. He usually likes to carry a ridiculously large broadsword to show off, but he’s actually nothing special. He relies on being Shi Chun's lackey to bully others, a tiger’s accomplice. He’s no good either.

It’s said that when he was born, he was small and thin, and almost didn't survive, hence the name ‘Jinliang’. Later, it was Shi Chun, wanting to show off after learning to read, who added the surname ‘Wu’ for him. Wu Jinliang, meaning no weight, haha, uncle, from the standard of his naming, you can tell what kind of person that scoundrel is.”

That he could even recount the stories behind these things showed that he had put in the effort to understand them.

He talked on, and Qi Ziru listened quietly without expressing any opinion. After hearing him out, he asked again, “What is that Shi Chun's cultivation level? High Martial?”

He had already estimated it quite low, yet Shen Youkun still chuckled, “Uncle, you think too highly of this Land of Exile. Cultivation resources are almost non-existent, and it’s hard to even get a full meal. Those whose cultivation can break through to High Martial can be counted on one's fingers in the entire Land of Exile. With that kind of strength, who would be willing to rot in this miserable prison? They would have left long ago. Early Martial, I'd say. He should still be some distance from High Martial. With a strength of a thousand jin, he’s considered a capable fighter here.”

When he said the words “strength of a thousand jin,” a trace of self-mockery appeared on his face. In the past, when his cultivation was intact, he would never have bothered mentioning such a petty matter of “counting jin.” But now, he had to admit that a “strength of a thousand jin” was quite formidable.

The so-called Early Martial was actually unranked. The proper cultivation realms were divided into four major realms: High Martial, Human Immortal, Earth Immortal, and Heavenly Immortal. Anything above that was no longer a matter of “Immortals.”

Of course, the world was full of unranked people, a multitude of beings.

Qi Ziru’s tone immediately took on a questioning quality, “Since he hasn’t reached High Martial, among the many people you’ve recruited, there should be quite a few with similar strength. Why leave the two of them uncleared? Could it be that they are in hiding and you can’t find them?”

Only then did Shen Youkun understand the meaning behind his uncle's question about cultivation level. He subconsciously replied: “It’s not that we can’t find them...” At this point, a hint of embarrassment appeared on his face.

But it wasn't in front of an outsider, so he quickly mustered his courage to explain, “Uncle, you don't know. That beast Shi Chun is truly cunning and difficult to deal with. Born and raised here, he has fought his way up through constant struggles since childhood. He is fearless of death. If we are to make a move against him, we cannot afford to fail. A snake must be beaten to death, otherwise it’s easy to get entangled by its counter-attack. That scoundrel has always been the type who won’t rest until he bites back after suffering a loss.

The matter we are undertaking must be kept secret. It is not advisable to get entangled with such a petty person. This is also why I was willing to pay such a heavy price to lure him away. This matter here is of utmost importance. I originally intended not to bother with him for the time being, and to deal with him slowly after he left. There are plenty of ways to deal with him in the outside world. With a long-term plan, it should have been foolproof. Who knew that this scoundrel would refuse to leave? I was truly surprised as well.”

Qi Ziru glanced at him sideways, “Since there was an unexpected event, how can you be certain that he won’t discover the commotion here? This is, after all, his long-held territory.”

Shen Youkun hurriedly bowed, lowering his posture to guarantee, “Uncle, you can rest assured. I know exactly where they are. I have arranged for people to watch them in secret. They are currently meditating and cultivating in their old lair. I will receive news at the first moment of any movement. I will absolutely not let them notice anything unusual here.”

Qi Ziru looked down at the busy people coming and going in the mountain gully below. Things had already come to this point, so pursuing the matter further was meaningless. He changed the subject, “Are these people you recruited reliable?”

Shen Youkun bowed slightly again, “Reliable. They were all recruited from other regions and mostly don't know each other. Before they came, none of them knew they were coming to the East Nine Plains, nor did they know what they were here to do.”

“The same thing still stands, this matter must not be leaked...” Speaking slowly, Qi Ziru gradually looked towards the afterglow in the sky again, paused for a moment, and added in a sickly tone, “Afterwards, leave no one behind.”

“Rest assured, uncle, the follow-up measures are all prepared.” Shen Youkun replied close to his ear. Straightening up slightly, he thought of another question and asked strangely: “Uncle, what exactly is that dragon bone being dug up from underground? What use is a pile of bones that it’s worth you paying such a great price?”

He naturally knew that his uncle wasn’t truly banished here for committing a crime. Rather, the higher-ups had no confidence in him, feared he couldn't handle the situation, and were worried about failure, so they sent a more capable person to preside over it. This Land of Exile wasn’t a place just anyone could enter and exit at will. The price was to deliberately commit an offense, and then have one’s cultivation crippled and be banished according to the rules.

That was crippling a lifetime of arduous cultivation！ “Who the hell knows what use it has.” Qi Ziru actually let out a self-deprecating laugh, a hint of sorrow in his eyes. He raised a hand towards the setting sun, grasping at the void, as if muttering to himself, “Since ancient times, there have been various doubts about the ancient sages' creation of heaven and earth. Many believe that there is no distinction between heaven and earth at all, that chaos still exists, and that we have always been living in chaos. It is just that our mortal eyes see very little, and what we can touch is minuscule. In reality, there are many objects we cannot see or touch, and many forces we cannot feel.”

This emotional reflection left Shen Youkun a bit puzzled, not knowing its meaning. Could it be related to his uncle’s mission? Soon after, Qi Ziru gave him the answer, “Before I was ordered to come here, your grandmother did give me some instructions. It is rumored that in ancient times, there was a divine beast, with a tremendously long, snake-like body, called the ‘Female General’. It was born of chaos and lived within it.

Later, the family accidentally discovered an ancient cave residence and saw a record in an ancient text inside. It said that a certain ancient god's mount was a giant spirit snake. It had no wings and could not fly, yet it could travel between the tangible and intangible realms of heaven and earth, and could even foresee calamities. Its description was similar to the ‘Female General’. Unfortunately, it was slain in a great battle.

For this reason, the family secretly spent a great deal of effort to verify and search for a long time before finally finding the burial place of that ancient god's mount.” As he spoke, he pointed to the excavation site below.

Even without his gesture, the stunned Shen Youkun had already guessed it, but he still didn't understand, “What’s the point of finding it? Can it be used for medicine or refining treasures, or is it beneficial for cultivation?”

Qi Ziru said lightly: “If the ‘Female General’ truly exists, it can verify whether chaos has truly always existed.”

Shen Youkun blurted out: “Just for this?”

Qi Ziru added, “That’s what they say, but do you believe it? Obviously, they also want to get it back to see if it has any other miraculous effects.”

Shen Youkun was incredulous, “Just for this unsubstantiated possibility, grandmother could bear to have you cripple your cultivation and be banished here?”

“If it was certain to be something of great importance, would it be our turn to preside over this matter? I’m afraid we wouldn't even have the right to know. Did you think I wanted to come? You got into trouble, and your mother came to me crying, asking me to find a way to help you survive here. I secretly broke the rules of the Land of Exile, and the family found out. What could your grandmother do?” Qi Ziru became emotional, slapping the armrest.

Shen Youkun was speechless. So his uncle’s banishment was his fault. He understood that the family claiming to have found out about his uncle breaking the rules was just an excuse. It was simply that no one was willing to have their cultivation crippled to come here, so they had to force someone capable of taking charge to come. For a moment, he didn't know what to say.

“Sigh.” Qi Ziru sighed slowly and deeply, “Now that things have come to this, it’s useless to overthink it. Let's just get the job done honestly. Your grandmother will be looking out for us from the outside, and the family has also promised that as long as the matter is handled properly, they will find a way to get us out early, and they will also find a way to repair our foundations, restore our cultivation abilities, and give us another great reward.”

Seeing the sudden look of joy in his nephew's eyes, he immediately spoke again to caution him, “You also know the consequences of the news leaking. It’s not because we’re worried about losing the bones underground, but because what we are doing has broken the rules of the Land of Exile. That ‘Warden Nie’ who was banished here to guard the place is a ruthless character who dares to go against the laws of heaven. If he gets serious about it, even the family can’t handle it. At that time, we will have to take the blame ourselves. You should be clear about what kind of end that would be.”

“Uncle, rest assured. We've already found that dragon bone now. Judging by its size, it'll take about half a day to dig it all out. We’ve been digging for a month without any problems, what could possibly happen now that we’re about to finish? What I'm worried about now is how to get such a huge thing out.”

“What you and I need to do is to secretly confirm and find the thing. As for how to get it out, that’s not for us to worry about. Someone else will worry about it.”
Chapter 3: A Misunderstanding
Inside the pitch-black mine shaft, it wasn't completely without light. One just couldn't adapt immediately after coming in from the outside's brightness. Every so often, a simple oil lamp hung on the tunnel wall, providing dim light, barely enough to see the way.

The two figures, one tall and one short, carrying shoulder poles, deliberately slowed their steps, looking back and forth from time to time.

These two secretive individuals were precisely the ones Shen Youkun had grit his teeth about not clearing out. Their heights alone were enough to distinguish who was who.

After they had widened the distance from the miners ahead and confirmed no one was approaching from behind, the tall Wu Jinliang still looked traumatized, grumbling softly to his companion, “That was close, Shen Youkun almost recognized us. I told you this was dangerous, not to come, but you insisted on joining the fun.”

Shi Chun mumbled back, “It's fine, isn't it? We've repeatedly confirmed it through our informant; they're all new faces from out of town. Except for Shen Youkun, none of them should know us. Running into him face-to-face just now was pure coincidence; it can't happen all the time.”

Wu Jinliang glared, reminding him, “I'm telling you, Chun, don't be so complacent. What we're doing is too brazen. What if we run into him again? He's not blind; he can't keep misidentifying us. He probably hates us to the bone. With my height, it's too obvious. You dare to swagger in front of him? I'm scared! If we run into him again, there's a nine out of ten chance he'll recognize us. Then, if he shouts, we'll immediately be surrounded and beaten...”

Shi Chun interrupted dismissively, “Shout what? If he doesn't recognize us, so be it. But if we really run into him face-to-face and he exposes us, let him try shouting. He's just a cultivation-crippled piece of trash. Is it hard to snatch him and use him as a hostage? As long as I sense something's wrong, it's a piece of cake. What's there to be afraid of? Go boldly; don't scare yourself with groundless fears.”

“Uh...” Wu Jinliang was speechless, scratching his head. On second thought, it did seem to be the case; if the guy named Shen ran into them again face-to-face, he'd be easy enough to grab.

However, a thought then occurred to him, and he quickly said, “No, there's really no need to take any more risks. After all, they have so many people. We've already seen the stuff—just a pile of bones buried for who knows how many years. We've touched them, we've probed them, and we haven't found anything special about that skeleton. The crucial thing is that the pile of bones is too big; even if it's valuable, the two of us can't take it away. Looking further is pointless; staying longer makes it easy to be exposed. Let's pull out quickly.”

He wouldn't have so painstakingly and repeatedly tried to dissuade his boss before, but now things were different. They had already accumulated enough “Merit,” and all responsibilities in East Nine Plains had been discharged. Even if they wanted to see the daughter of the proprietress of Far-Gazing Tower Tower in the city again, there was absolutely no need to take further risks. They could quietly wait for a meeting, then directly exchange “Merit” for freedom. There was no need to seek trouble again.

The reason they were here, incidentally, was related to the “Merit” they had just accumulated.

In short, they had seized a large amount of supplies, a truly substantial amount, which even surprised them. Everyone was overjoyed, but their boss at the time had frowned and mumbled to him that something felt wrong.

The strength of the guards and the quantity of the supplies seemed mismatched, implying that obtaining them had been too easy.

He didn't think much of it, as long as they got the goods, but their boss had left a hidden mark at the robbery site.

Later, after the goods were sent to the city and successfully sold, their boss again felt something was off, that the transaction had gone too smoothly.

He said that anyone capable of accumulating so many supplies in the Land of Exile should have considerable strength and influence. Not only did they not try to snatch them back, but they didn't even have the courage to confront them. If East Nine Plains had so much stolen, even if they couldn't reclaim it, they would spread rumors to attract covetous eyes, causing trouble for the opponent. Yet, things had gone so smoothly that not a single abnormal rumor was heard.

Afterward, the hidden mark left at the robbery site also brought back news: after several days of waiting, no one came to investigate or pursue the matter at the scene of the robbery.

And the “Merit” exchanged for that large amount of supplies, according to market rates, was precisely enough to buy freedom for everyone from East Nine Plains. Faced with this sum, their boss frowned and remained silent for a long time.

Faced with everyone's excited and no longer restrainable urge to leave, no reason could likely stop them. Their boss didn't say much, fairly and justly distributing the “Merit” to everyone.

After a period of commotion, silence fell. Having seen everyone off, his boss watched them depart, then suddenly cupped his hands and bowed deeply and for a long time towards their retreating backs.

He noticed that his boss's eyes were red, and it seemed he had shed tears at the time.

The boss turned his head, as if not wanting him to see, and he also pretended not to see.

Finally, only the two of them remained. He thought he understood why his boss hadn't left: the daughter of the Far-Gazing Tower Tower proprietress came to the nearby city to settle accounts approximately every three months, and his boss's affection for her was widely known.

Seeing her only once every three months, it was understandable to stay and wait for a meeting. After all, they were about to leave; even if he couldn't get her contact information from outside, he should at least meet to say goodbye, otherwise he might not be able to justify it to himself.

Who knew his boss had made other arrangements with him, saying that their staying might serve as bait, and that if someone truly intended to send them away, finding that they hadn't left, they would certainly come to investigate.

He thought his boss was overthinking. In this godforsaken place, who would be so kind as to give so many supplies to help them leave?

Later, someone really did come. Then, tracing the source backward, they found Shen Youkun behind the scenes.

Why would Shen Youkun do such a good deed? It was utterly bizarre. The two naturally tried every means to investigate. There were still many days until the proprietress's daughter came to settle accounts, and they were idle anyway. As they investigated, it led to the current situation.

And now, no matter how much he persuaded him, Shi Chun still decided to continue the risk, his steps forward unwavering. He said, “The daily expenses for so many people, plus the large amount of supplies secretly sent to us—I don't believe such a huge cost would be for something meaningless. It's just that we don't understand it yet. I believe we'll figure out his tricks in the end.”

Wu Jinliang was so anxious he wanted to stomp his foot, catching up to him to persuade again, “Even if this skeleton has some tricks, if we can't chew through it, can't take it, then it has nothing to do with us. It's not worth the risk for this.”

Shi Chun turned his head and asked him, “Shen Youkun suddenly produced such a large sum of supplies; where do you think it came from? Did he save it up?”

Wu Jinliang didn't believe it was saved up. They had been in charge of East Nine Plains for a few years and only sent a few dozen people to the city, while Shen Youkun had only been exiled for two or three years. Just the supplies they had ostensibly robbed before could have sent all one hundred-plus of them away, not to mention the expenses for so many people now. None of it could be easily accumulated in this barren place.

So how did it come about? Some things were clear to everyone. The problem was likely at the city gate pass. After all, exiled individuals were categorized into different ranks, and similar incidents weren't uncommon.

But what could they do? Did these ants have the right to question those who controlled the city gate? If they wanted to find trouble for themselves, they could certainly try.

Thus, Wu Jinliang retorted, “Does it matter where it came from? Chun, let's go. It has nothing to do with us.”

Shi Chun: “Nothing to do with us? Given Shen Youkun's background outside, even if we get out, do you think he'd easily let us off? Moreover, he's the one actively sending us out; can you be at ease? If he can bring so much stuff in, is it hard for him to make arrangements outside to deal with us?”

At these words, Wu Jinliang's heart sank. He quickly whispered, “What do you want to do?”

Shi Chun also leaned in and whispered back, “The origin of those supplies is clearly problematic; something illicit is definitely going on here. If we figure out what's happening and can get our hands on some useful information, we'll have more room to maneuver.”

Wu Jinliang made an “oh” sound, deep in thought, and his earlier objections instantly vanished. However, he couldn't help but complain, “I'm telling you, Chun, of all the people you could have provoked back then, why did you provoke Shen Youkun? Now look, others accumulate enough ‘Merit’ and leave happily, but we have to live in fear.”

Shi Chun sighed, “You think I wanted to? Damn it, who knew he really had a background?”

It was an old story. Back then, Shen Youkun had just been demoted and wasn't like an ordinary person. He carried himself with arrogance, still looking down on others even after being demoted. Wherever he went, he'd bring up his family background to intimidate people. Most people, planning for the future, didn't want to cause trouble; if they couldn't afford to provoke him, they'd avoid him.

This was also why some exiled cultivators whose cultivation had been crippled could still command some native cultivators here.

After a while, Shen Youkun grew bolder and started throwing his weight around. Eventually, he provoked East Nine Plains and happened to run into Shi Chun.

Shi Chun's reputation in this area was not to be trifled with; he wouldn't tolerate anyone's bad habits. However, out of apprehension for Shen Youkun's background, he still showed deference.

But Shi Chun wasn't easily scared; he wouldn't just believe someone's claims of background without verification. So, he put Shen Youkun under house arrest, still treating him well with good food and drink, while simultaneously telling Shen Youkun to contact his family through the city gate pass.

As it turned out, no matter how Shen Youkun tried, he couldn't prove his background.

The consequences were predictable: “Damn it, you tried to fool me?” Shi Chun certainly wouldn't let him off easily. He had long coveted the fine clothes Shen Youkun wore upon entering, so the first thing he did was publicly strip Shen Youkun naked, followed by a thorough humiliation and beating.

At the time, he didn't kill Shen Youkun, because he wanted Shen Youkun to know what it meant to live a life worse than death. He spread the news that Shen Youkun was a fraud and handed him over to the relevant parties.

He thought Shen Youkun was surely dead, but the news that came back was that Shen Youkun was being treated like an honored ancestor.

Upon investigation, he found out that Shen Youkun indeed had a background outside and had successfully contacted this side. Shi Chun was indeed a bit stunned after learning the truth. After further understanding, he roughly figured out that Shen Youkun did have a background, but the city gate pass was also very formidable, and not just any family's background could easily smooth things over. This caused the misunderstanding, and by the time the Shen family had smoothed things over here, Shi Chun had already offended Shen Youkun terribly.

Later, Shen Youkun indeed repeatedly rallied groups to trouble him, but they never gained an advantage.

Unable to bear the annoyance any longer, Shi Chun found a way to severely teach him a lesson, and only then did Shen Youkun finally settle down.

During this time, there were opportunities to kill Shen Youkun, but Shi Chun held back. If he really killed him, the nature of the situation would change. Shen Youkun's family could reach into the city gate; would they tolerate such an insult? If they truly became ruthless, it would be too easy for the city gate to cut off his path to survival; anyone could do it.
Chapter 4: Making a Mountain out of a Molehill
Chapter 4: Making a Mountain out of a Molehill “Who’s there, why are you dawdling?”

Suddenly, a shout came from a fork in the road ahead. A figure wearing a woven mask also turned out from the fork, pointing remotely at the two, one tall and one short, in the dim light.

There was more than one passage in this tunnel that resembled a mine. Because the exact location of the target was unknown at the beginning of the excavation, a group of native cultivators dug aimlessly underground for about a month. Only after reaching the target did they focus on one direction of excavation, which is why there were many forks in the cave.

The reason they drew the supervisor’s questioning was naturally because the two, secretly whispering, were so engrossed in conversation that their steps were too slow and their slacking off was too obvious.

As Wu Jinliang had said earlier, aren’t we being too open with this? In any case, both were startled by the sound. Seeing it was a supervisor, they immediately bent their backs, ready to grovel and run forward to admit their mistake, their synchronized actions remarkably consistent.

However, the supervisor was truly angered by their obvious laziness; they simply didn't take the supervisors seriously enough. He flashed over, raising his hand and lashing out with a whip towards Shi Chun’s face, intending to teach him a lesson.

Human nature and temperament can sometimes be this self-absorbed.

This action greatly displeased Shi Chun. To his knowledge, whether miners or these supervisors, all were recruited by Shen Youkun to work. They merely had different divisions of labor, and none of them had a long-term meal ticket. Since they were working together, why be so serious and offend people? The stunned Wu Jinliang also didn’t react at all, showing no intention of helping or stopping him. He believed this small matter was well within his boss’s ability to handle.

Shi Chun’s subconscious reaction was to dodge, and he even wanted to fight back and give the other party a piece of his mind. The carrying pole on his shoulder almost swung out, but considering their current situation, he held back, not wanting to provoke the other party and cause a bigger commotion.

So he decided to let the other party vent their anger and stood still, not moving to dodge.

However, he couldn’t completely not react and let the other party whip him across the face. What if it disfigured him? He felt he still had a chance to rely on his looks in the future.

He raised a hand to block in front.

Woosh-smack! The whip cracked, making Shi Chun grimace in pain. He quickly retracted his hand to look, and a whip mark on his arm was bleeding at a visible rate. He immediately flared up in rage, not expecting the other party to strike so heavily.

Half a layer of skin was gone. Wu Jinliang also grimaced and bared his teeth, looking at it pained him.

Shi Chun, secretly seething, still bit the bullet and endured it. He bowed subserviently to the supervisor who had flashed in front of him, hoping to turn a big problem into a small one, and a small one into nothing.

“Speak, what were you dawdling for?” The supervisor’s whip poked Shi Chun’s chest, then turned to poke Wu Jinliang, questioning, “Don’t want to eat this meal anymore, is that it?”

Shi Chun hastily said, “No dawdling, no dawdling, brave warrior, please calm your anger.” He showed his bloody arm to the other party to elicit pity, hoping that would be enough.

The supervisor, however, did not calm down: “Do you think I’m blind?”

Wu Jinliang quickly said, “Truly no dawdling, I twisted my ankle, which is why I walked slowly.”

The supervisor pointed to his own ear, “It seems you not only think I’m blind, but also deaf, right? You two have been chatting happily all the way, do you think I wouldn’t notice? Fine, you’re stubborn, right? Fine, I won’t make things difficult for you. I’ll let you stand here and chat to your heart’s content, as long as others don’t have an opinion. Chat, you two keep chatting.”

As soon as these words were spoken, the faces of the two, one tall and one short, slightly changed. They were already trying to sneak around and exploit loopholes everywhere here. How could they stand here and let passersby admire them? Were they afraid others wouldn’t notice them? It would be even more troublesome if Shen Youkun came back. Would they really have to tie someone up? Unless absolutely necessary, it wasn't worth tying someone up as a hostage.

Shi Chun immediately cupped his hands and pleaded, “This brave warrior...”

“Don’t move!” The supervisor shouted, cutting him off, his whip pointing at Shi Chun’s foot, which was attempting to move forward to bow. “Didn’t you hear me tell you to stand there and chat slowly? Chat, keep chatting.”

Shi Chun stopped moving, his gaze, hidden by his hanging hair, fixed on the other party. Then he turned his head and gave Wu Jinliang a look.

Wu Jinliang’s carrying pole clattered to the ground. Under the supervisor’s suddenly fixed gaze, he plopped to his knees, instantly bursting into tears, “I was wrong! I have elders above and children below, and I’m counting on this reward! Please, sir, have mercy and let me off this one time...”

Crying and kneeling, he crawled up to the supervisor, hugging the supervisor’s leg and pleading tearfully.

So soft-boned? The supervisor also looked surprised, shouting “Let go” and trying to push the other party away, but was gripped tightly.

The weeping Wu Jinliang hugged him all the way up.

The supervisor quickly realized something was wrong, finding that both of his hands had been unintentionally embraced around his waist, and more importantly, he couldn't break free with force.

He sensed danger. Just as he was about to use his knee to push away the person clinging to him, a sudden chill ran down his neck. His gaze caught the metallic gleam under his chin, still glinting coldly in the dim light. He could already feel a tearing pain on his neck.

Under this threat and pressure, he immediately dared not move.

Shi Chun pulled out a small knife from who-knows-where, holding it against his neck. The carrying pole on his shoulder also dropped to the ground.

The supervisor immediately tensed, saying, “What do you two want to do?”

“Shut up!” Shi Chun warned.

The supervisor then whispered, “Everything can be discussed...”

Shi Chun, who had moved behind him, raised the arm that had been whipped and bled, and covered the supervisor’s mouth under his mask, making him shut up with action. The sharp blade against his neck even cleanly pulled out a spray of blood, not giving the other party any chance to make a desperate struggle.

Wu Jinliang, as if foreknowing, had already rolled away from the spurting blood.

The supervisor, struggling with all his cultivation, was pinned to the ground. Shi Chun's knee pressed firmly against his lower back, and the hand covering his mouth simultaneously made a 'crack' sound, twisting his neck.

The supervisor’s prone body was still twitching. Shi Chun, having wiped the blood from his knife, stood up and looked into the depths of the mine. Faint footsteps could be heard. He whispered, “Someone’s coming, quickly move him.”

This was also why he had decisively killed the supervisor. With people coming and going here, once he got entangled, he would lose his room to maneuver.

Without hesitation, Wu Jinliang quickly picked up the supervisor, whose body was still slightly twitching, and ran, flashing towards the fork in the road from which the supervisor had just emerged.

Shi Chun quickly hid the small knife under his leg-covering cloth, then swiftly pulled out a woven mask from under the carrying basket and put it on his face. He quickly tied a black cloth strip around his arm, picked up the supervisor’s whip, emergency-stacked the two carrying poles by the side, and then turned to sweep the ground with his leg, the stirred dust covering the blood on the ground.

Just as he finished waving his hand to use a spell to clear the stirred dust, he saw two people dressed as supervisors approaching quickly.

As they passed, the two had no intention of interacting with Shi Chun. Even with two stacked carrying poles by the side, they didn't pay it any mind. But an unusual scent made both of them stop one after another, their nostrils flaring.

One person said in a deep voice, “Smell of blood!”

The other nodded, looking around, and both quickly looked at Shi Chun by the side of the road.

Shi Chun remained unhurried, raising his still-bloody arm and lowering his voice slightly, “Just playing with the whip, accidentally did it.”

He wasn’t feigning composure; he truly wasn’t flustered.

Seeing him injured, the two supervisors were both relieved and slightly surprised.

Shi Chun didn't wait for them to ask more questions and preemptively changed the subject, “What are you two doing?”

One supervisor explained, “Checking the excavation progress. The remaining earth volume shouldn't be much. We want to discuss with Mr. Shen if there’s no need to transport it out from far away; we can just dump it into other branched tunnels. It saves time and effort, and can speed up the excavation.”

“That makes sense.” Shi Chun nodded in agreement, raising his hand as if to dismiss them.

The two supervisors immediately left quickly.

Shi Chun watched them go, then turned his head back to look into the depths of the mine, thinking, No wonder no miners carrying heavy loads have come out for a while.

Wu Jinliang’s figure then flashed out from the fork in the road, quickly reaching him, and whispered, “Buried him. Are you okay?”

Shi Chun: “It’s all because you were nagging and wouldn’t stop murmuring. Otherwise, where would this trouble come from?” He pointed at the stacked carrying poles beside them, signaling him to pick them up and leave.

Wu Jinliang was a bit reluctant, “Why am I always the one doing the hard labor? Shouldn’t it be someone else’s turn to switch?”

Shi Chun said as he walked, “Is there any supervisor as tall as you? Afraid others won’t recognize you?”

That one sentence left Wu Jinliang speechless. It was indeed true; a supervisor of such height would be too conspicuous and wouldn't be able to blend in.

In fact, a miner of such height had previously aroused the suspicion of other miners; they weren’t blind, so it was impossible not to be suspicious. However, Shi Chun, the fake supervisor, would appear along the way, proving that Wu Jinliang was a newcomer, so the miners naturally had no questions.

They dealt with the supervisors’ suspicions using the same method. If they encountered a suspicious person they couldn’t handle, their solution was simple: eliminate them directly.

Anyway, after the two had figured out the personnel situation here, they simply blended in. They weren’t inflexible; they hid when they should, avoided when they should, sometimes together, sometimes separated. Shi Chun even switched identities between miner and supervisor at opportune moments, handling things calmly.

In Shi Chun’s words, this East Nine Plains is my territory! In short, the two of them didn't do any work at all, running around and investigating everywhere in this underground mine, treating the opposing personnel as if they were nothing. They were indeed so audacious as to be almost blatant.

Of course, they weren’t unprepared; they had long been mentally ready: if they could handle it, they would; if they couldn’t, they would run!

However, Wu Jinliang, who was trailing behind him, still sighed, “Another one taken care of. If we keep this up, there will be fewer and fewer people, and it’ll be hard not to be discovered.”

“Can you shut your mouth?” Shi Chun, walking ahead, turned back to question, also reminding him, Is this a place for chatting? We almost had an incident just now.

As soon as the words fell, he quickly turned back to look ahead, only to see a figure flash towards them, moving so fast it almost collided with the two.

The newcomer was also a masked supervisor, who paused briefly to avoid the two and then hurried on his way.

So urgent? Shi Chun noticed that this supervisor’s reaction was off. He wouldn't miss any opportunity to inquire, so he immediately reached out to block the way and asked, “What’s the rush?”

“Something was dug up, need to inform Mr. Shen.” The newcomer casually replied, pushed aside the blocking arm, and quickly left.

“Dug up something?” Shi Chun muttered, then turned to exchange glances with Wu Jinliang, both surprised.

Hadn’t something been dug up already? Wasn’t it that skeletal frame of unknown origin? Was it worth making such a fuss about?

The two instantly realized there might be something else going on. Since they were already here, they naturally didn’t want to miss out. Immediately, both flashed into motion, heading straight for the end of the mine.
Chapter 5: No Time to Lose
The tunnel at the end of the mine shaft had already been excavated into a "T" shape, a result of unearthing the midsection of a skeleton and then digging outwards along the length of its prone form. The tail end of the skeleton had been fully excavated, and the current state of digging was focused on unearthing the head.

Judging by the size and scale of the skeleton, and at the current excavation speed, it was estimated that it would take another half a day.

At this moment, the digging had paused. A group of people stood crowded together, their voices buzzing with discussion. Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang, approaching quickly, could hear them from afar. The two walked between the ribs of the skeleton.

The skeleton was very large and long, and no claws or similar features had been found yet. Its body shape suggested it might be a type of giant serpent, with a length of nearly thirty zhang already excavated.

The color of the skeleton was also a bit strange, half black and half transparent, like black jade.

“It’s even glowing, what exactly is this thing?”

“Don’t tell me what we’re supposed to dig out is this glowing thing?”

“Do you think this thing will be very valuable?”

A tall and a short man arrived behind the crowd, hearing the discussions. Some were conversing curiously, while others were whispering, seemingly harboring some ideas.

In short, the front was completely blocked by onlookers. Some stood on tiptoes, craning their necks, while others even leaped up like gibbons and hung onto the skeleton above, blocking latecomers from seeing what was happening upfront.

Shi Chun immediately began patting shoulders, one by one, “Excuse me, coming through, excuse me...”

Some made way, some reacted slowly, others dawdled and spread their hands, indicating it was hard to move in such a crowd. Some even looked him up and down, as if asking why they should make way for him when everyone else was squeezed together.

For a temporarily assembled group, the rules were indeed less than satisfactory.

Seeing such reactions from the group, Shi Chun didn’t indulge their bad habits. He directly whipped them, striking with a whistling sound, eliciting cries of pain or strange shouts. Some angrily rebuked him, asking why he hit them.

Shi Chun couldn’t be bothered to answer; he just wanted to see what exactly was happening ahead.

Regardless, sometimes violence was indeed more effective than courtesy. At least, people quickly made way, even if they had to squeeze out a path for him to pass.

With this whip in hand, he truly displayed the imposing aura of East Nine Plains being his territory.

Wu Jinliang, following behind, felt a slight tremor in his heart, breaking out in a small sweat. It was one thing to act secretly before, but wasn't doing this in public a bit too much?

He realized that this chief truly didn’t treat himself as an outsider; he wasn’t polite at all, and showed no awareness of being a stealthy rogue.

When he first decided to sneak in, he thought the entire process would be full of thrilling evasions. But after getting in, he found he might have overthought it; it felt like the style had been led astray by the chief, and now it was getting ridiculously skewed.

There were indeed too many people crowded together. Even following closely behind the chief, he couldn’t reach the very front, being blocked again by people pushed back from the front. Fortunately, he was tall enough that from this position, he could roughly see what was happening ahead. A quick glance, and his eyes instantly widened!

Shi Chun naturally pushed his way to the front. The supervisors standing at the front heard the sounds of whipping from behind and simply glanced back at him. Seeing it was one of their own, their attention returned to the upper-left.

Looking up, Shi Chun’s eyes also widened a bit, filled with disbelief.

On the ribs of the dragon-bone-like skeleton, another skeleton had appeared. It rested on the dragon bone, not yet fully excavated. Though half-buried in the soil, its partially exposed ferocious outline clearly showed it was a snake head. It was unclear if this was the head of the dragon bone itself.

Whether it was or not wasn’t important. What was important was that besides two eye sockets on the snake head, there seemed to be another hollow at the brow, though it was uncertain if it was an eye socket.

What caught everyone’s attention was a mass of purplish-glowing mist, floating within that apparent third eye socket—a concave bone socket. It resembled a miniature nebula composed of countless tiny purplish-glowing stars, constantly shifting in form internally. Sometimes it drifted like flowing clouds, sometimes it looked like countless eyes staring, and sometimes like countless enchanting butterflies fluttering their wings, incredibly beautiful.

The purplish-glowing nebula was about as tall as a person. There was a person standing on the snake skull, attempting to reach out and touch the nebula, which provided a point of comparison.

Indeed, they were incredibly bold. They didn’t even know if this purplish-glowing nebula was harmful, yet dared to touch it randomly. Many people held their breath, staring intently.

All who could see knew that this nebula was absolutely not simple. They didn’t know what kind of treasure it was, but this was likely the main purpose of the employer’s excavation.

Someone secretly wondered, this employer had quite the nerve. With such a rare treasure, the person actually dared not to be on-site supervising. Were they so confident that no one could snatch it away?

On both sides of the snake skull, people were still excitedly swinging their picks, breaking the earth, intending to dig out the entire snake skull. Soil and rocks continuously clattered down. Fortunately, the deep underground was very humid, so there wasn’t much dust.

The supervisor touching the nebula waved his hand through it again and again, stirring it various ways, yet it seemed to have no effect on the nebula. From time to time, he let out surprised “Ehh? Ehh?” sounds.

Shi Chun felt an itch in his heart from his “Ehh?”ing, mentally cursing his ancestors. What’s with the “Ehh?” Just tell us what’s going on!

Finally, he couldn’t resist anymore. He tucked his whip into his waist and was about to leap up to try it himself.

Unexpectedly, a supervisor in the front row suddenly shouted, “Everyone come down, stop digging! You, stop touching it! Everyone come down and wait for Mr. Shen to decide.”

The supervisor whose hand was waving in the nebula, along with several miners swinging their picks, immediately jumped down one after another.

This act was like pouring cold water on the itching heart of Shi Chun. He stared at the supervisor who had spoken, wondering about the authority of this person. If he truly was a leader, openly defying orders would be somewhat inappropriate and could easily expose him.

However, he shared the same thought as the crowd: from the first moment he saw this purplish-glowing nebula, he was convinced that this was the main target of this excavation. After all, he had personally inspected that skeleton before and found nothing special. He had been a bit puzzled earlier, but now the answer was clear.

Although the Land of Exile was a legendary place, with many incredibly powerful figures having fallen to this place, and he had heard many moving legends, this purplish-glowing nebula spectacle was something he had never seen before. One look was enough to know it was extraordinary.

The appearance of this item made Shi Chun naturally assume that his remaining time was likely short.

He had previously mistakenly thought Shen Youkun’s target was the massive Dragon Bone; that thing would be difficult to remove and would take a lot of effort. But if the target was this nebula, taking it away might not be difficult.

In other words, once the objective was achieved, this excavation would likely end.

The consequence of ending was stopping work and packing up, after which personnel would inevitably be consolidated. Once people were consolidated, his methods of finding openings and causing trouble here and there wouldn’t work. The disappearance of even a few people would immediately be noticed.

These were secondary concerns for him. He dared to come, so he had the courage to face being exposed. The real problem was that his purpose for infiltrating had not been achieved, and now they were going to stop work?

He knew Shen Youkun was here to do something illicit, but he hadn't caught Shen Youkun with any leverage during this trip. After leaving the Land of Exile, Shen Youkun wouldn't let him off the hook.

What kind of leverage was digging up a treasure underground? Many people in the Land of Exile dug for ore to make money.

If he couldn’t articulate the specifics of a situation, there was no way to threaten someone.

Could he really threaten Shen Youkun with those large amounts of questionable supplies? Perhaps it would work if another capable person were handling it, but for a small fry like him facing a power that could reach into the city gates, trying to use this as leverage was simply a joke.

Therefore, his gaze still fell upon the purplish-glowing nebula. If he could figure out its function, there might still be a chance.

However, he also knew that even if he were allowed to touch the nebula, the possibility of understanding its function at the moment was not high.

If there was truly no other way, then he would have to find a way to snatch this thing and get it into his own hands first.

The problem was that he hadn’t even touched it yet, and he didn’t know if he could take this treasure. The scene of the supervisor touching the nebula was still vivid in his mind.

Since Shen Youkun came for this thing, he presumably had a way to take it. If all else failed, he would just have to wait for Shen Youkun to take it, then find a way to snatch it from Shen Youkun’s hands.

However, the other party had a large number of people, and inciting a mob fight would be very troublesome. But, perhaps the bodies of those killed supervisors could be used, saying that Shen Youkun wanted to silence everyone, and using that to incite the crowd...

In a flash, his mind had already twisted through various solutions. He immediately decided to try interacting with the nebula first.

Facing the unknown, deciding something was useless without even trying wasn't his style of doing things.

There was no time to lose. He knew his time was indeed limited. The supervisor he encountered on the way had already gone to notify Shen Youkun, and Shen Youkun would arrive soon.

Fortunately, he also had a mouth. After a thought, he suddenly shouted, “Mr. Shen will be here soon! Mr. Shen said to leave only two people to watch here. Everyone else, immediately retreat to the corner and wait.”

As he spoke, he took off his whip, walked to the very front, turned to face the crowd, and subtly brandished the whip in his hand, conveying a sense of not really putting anyone in his eyes.

There were too many people gathered. If he could manage to take the purplish-glowing nebula, stealing in front of so many people didn't seem appropriate.

He didn't know if this bluff would work, but he didn't care for now; he'd just try any method he had.

It was the fellow who had just whipped his way to the front. Many people recognized him by the wound on his arm, and those who had been whipped showed dissatisfaction.

Wu Jinliang, seeing this scene, instantly felt a headache. This guy was at it again.

“You are...” the supervisor who had just given the order asked hesitantly.

Seeing his doubt, Shi Chun’s eyes flashed, and he quickly adapted, instantly modifying his plan. He decided to quell this man’s suspicions first, then swiftly raised his whip and pointed it at him, interrupting his words: “You and I will stay here to watch. Everyone else, go around the corner and stand by.”

He then waved his whip, gesturing to the other supervisors to follow suit, “Mr. Shen has something to attend to. You all keep an eye on everyone later. No one is allowed to peek.”

Everyone thought, what else could it be but to collect that dazzling treasure in front of them, not wanting anyone to see the method.

The supervisor who had given the order was instantly relieved to hear he could supervise on-site. He set aside his doubts for the moment and waved his hand to everyone, saying, “Everyone, follow Mr. Shen’s instructions, stand by!”

The other supervisors immediately began shouting, urging the crowd to retreat.

Shi Chun, who was already holding his whip behind his back, secretly breathed a sigh of relief. Good, it worked.

Wu Jinliang in the crowd was somewhat dumbfounded. He thought that if two people were left behind, he would be one of them. He hadn’t expected it to be others. What did that mean? After seeing Shi Chun’s knowing glance, though he didn’t know why, he still turned around and cooperated, following the crowd.
Chapter 6: Invasion
Soon, the large crowd that had been bottlenecked dispersed, and the scene became quiet, even a bit eerie and desolate.

The flickering flames of the dim oil lamps cast dancing shadows everywhere.

Only two people remained on site, one staring at the shimmering purple Nebula above, the other staring at the first person.

The former was Shi Chun, his eyes fixed only on the Nebula.

The supervisor who had given the order sized him up a few times, still feeling he was a bit unfamiliar. After his gaze lingered on Shi Chun’s arm wound, he asked again, “Which team are you from?”

Shi Chun completely ignored him. Not only did he ignore him, but he also flashed and leaped onto the rib cage, using the Dragon Bone for a slight boost, then lightly soared onto the serpent's skull with its ferocious fangs. He tiptoed two steps to stand before the shimmering purple Nebula, observing it closely with curiosity.

The supervisor who had given the order was slightly surprised and questioned sharply, “What are you doing?”

He asked his question, Shi Chun asked his own, each asking their own, “What is this thing?”

The supervisor who had given the order: “How would I know? Only Mr. Shen probably knows about this.”

Time was running out, so Shi Chun dared not hesitate any longer. After a brief observation, he extended his hand to try and touch the shimmering purple Nebula.

Seeing this, the supervisor immediately said in a deep voice, “What are you doing? Didn’t you say we had to wait for Mr. Shen to come?”

“He hasn’t arrived yet, has he?” Shi Chun turned his head to look at him below, coaxing, “Do you think Mr. Shen will let us know what this is when he arrives? Don’t you want to know what this is?”

The supervisor was slightly startled. Suddenly, he too flashed and leaped onto the Dragon Bone, staring at Shi Chun, and occasionally at the shimmering purple Nebula.

Shi Chun met his gaze several times. Seeing that he no longer spoke, Shi Chun immediately stopped hesitating, and his outstretched hand finally slowly entered the shimmering purple Nebula.

The supervisor’s eyes were fixed on them, occasionally glancing back at the passage behind, seemingly more worried than Shi Chun that Shen Youkun would suddenly appear.

After stirring his hand in the Nebula several times, Shi Chun couldn't help but exclaim “Oh?” He finally understood why the previous supervisor who had touched it had exclaimed so much. It was because there was no sensation; his hand seemingly entered the shimmering purple Nebula, yet there was no feeling whatsoever, and the Nebula was like an ethereal illusion, remaining completely still despite the disturbance of a foreign object.

He blew hard several times, but it was no use.

The supervisor observing from the Dragon Bone looked back at the passage, and after confirming no one was there, he also flashed over to the other side of the shimmering purple Nebula, extended his hand to touch it, and started stirring alongside Shi Chun, one on the left, one on the right.

Any previous doubts about Shi Chun had been cast aside, at least for the moment.

He probably hadn't even expected that he would so quickly conspire with someone else, even without much persuasion.

The two of them felt completely like thieves stealing from their own watch.

Seeing no sensation, Shi Chun looked up and down, and his other hand also got busy. He used both hands to feel the empty space around the Nebula, trying to sense the source of power that kept this shimmering purple Nebula suspended here.

Suddenly, both men, one on the left and one on the right, almost simultaneously exclaimed “Oh?” as they found the shimmering purple Nebula had stirred, as if it had been agitated.

The supervisor was still somewhat bewildered.

Shi Chun, however, quickly focused on his left arm, specifically on the wound there. There was a cold sensation, and also a stinging pain.

When his hands were groping around, this injured left arm, without him noticing, naturally entered the shimmering purple Nebula. It seemed this left arm had stirred the Nebula.

He tried moving his left arm again, and indeed, the shimmering purple Nebula rippled once more, like surging clouds and mist.

The supervisor also saw it through the Nebula and realized what was happening, immediately asking, “What’s going on?”

“Who knows...” Shi Chun exclaimed in surprise, then suddenly gasped, drawing a sharp breath. The wound suddenly stung intensely and bled again. The cold, stinging sensation seemed to pierce through his entire nervous system, making his whole body tremble and shiver. For a moment, he felt like his soul was leaving his body, and sensing something was wrong, he dared not hesitate, quickly retracting his hand and backing away.

The supervisor was startled by his reaction and quickly retracted his own hand, stepping back from the Nebula.

Shi Chun, who had retreated, became even more terrified, discovering that the shimmering purple Nebula, like a curtain, had been pulled at a corner by his wound.

Shi Chun immediately used his right hand to repeatedly pull, trying to break the connection between the Nebula and his wound, because he felt something drilling into his body. However, his right hand was like before; no matter how many movements he made, it had no effect on the Nebula.

He immediately channeled his power and cast a spell, but he couldn't sever the connection. The fear of the unknown filled his heart.

Suddenly, the Nebula seemed to be activated by the nourishment of blood, bursting with new colors. Starting from Shi Chun’s left arm wound, it rapidly spread throughout the entire Nebula, as if sweeping away its dust and gloom, instantly becoming even more shimmering purple and clear, radiating a vibrant, fresh brightness.

What was even more terrifying was that Shi Chun's body seemed to have become a funnel, and the Nebula poured like water into the wound on his left arm.

“Ugh...” Shi Chun instantly threw his head back, letting out a painful groan.

Although he was wearing a mask, the supervisor could feel the extent of his pain. He was thoroughly frightened, worried about being implicated, and quickly jumped off the serpent's skull, landing between the Dragon Bone ribs, then backed up two steps, looking up with wide, uncertain eyes filled with surprise and alarm.

The shimmering purple flowing cloud quickly gathered and entirely entered Shi Chun’s body.

Shi Chun, with blood again dripping from his arm, felt as if his entire spine was being gnawed by countless insects, and his head felt like it was splitting into a million pieces.

The intensely painful tearing sensation made him unsteady on his feet. He slipped from the already uneven serpent's skull, hitting the Dragon Bone with a thud, then falling through the ribs, landing on the ground with a clang.

The pain of hitting the ground was negligible for Shi Chun at this moment; the unbearable pain came from within his body. He was drenched in cold sweat from the agony, twisting on the ground with his head in his hands, guttural gasps like a wild beast escaping his throat. His eyeballs felt like they were in blinding pain, wide open, yet seeing nothing.

The observing supervisor was truly startled. He wanted to go forward to help, but dared not approach, as if afraid of being infected.

Just as Shi Chun himself thought he was finished this time, he suddenly realized he seemed to have regained consciousness. Yes, it didn't seem as painful anymore.

He immediately clearly felt that the unbearable pain was receding like a tide, coming suddenly and leaving quickly, but the consequences for his body were not fleeting. His body felt like it no longer belonged to him after being torn apart.

The supervisor beside him was surprised. He found that his colleague didn't seem to be in as much pain, but the right eye beneath the mask seemed to faintly emit a pale purple light, though that purple light was slowly fading.

Shi Chun, lying on the ground, regained consciousness and also found that his vision was problematic; he couldn't see things clearly.

He frantically sensed around, realizing it wasn't that he couldn't see, but rather, when he closed his right eye, his left eye's vision was normal, and the situation in the mine tunnel was exactly the same as before.

However, when his left eye closed, what his right eye saw was a strange, hazy image, a translucent sensation of various colors mixing near and far. Occasionally, ethereal, flowing, brilliant light would flash across his vision, some sparkling or wriggling. The overall background of the image was a light blue-green color, deep and profound.

This illusory image seemed unaffected by the cave's light; what should be bright was bright, and what should be dim remained dim.

In his right eye at this moment, apart from the outline of the Dragon Bone, the cave walls and everything else seemed to have disappeared, allowing for transparent viewing into the hazy distance.

He knew this must be the consequence of the shimmering purple Nebula. Without time to think much, after assessing his ability to control his limbs, he immediately reached out to the surprised and observing supervisor, weakly gasping, “I feel so unwell, quick, help me to Mr. Shen, he should be able to save me, quick, help me, quick...”

The supervisor noticed that the purple light in his right eye had completely disappeared. He hesitated for a moment, then approached and tentatively poked him with his foot. Then he slowly squatted down, touched him with his fingers, and seeing no apparent harm, he took his pulse. He found his pulse and qi and blood were indeed chaotic and abnormal, and couldn't help but click his tongue, “Who told you to touch it recklessly? You brought this upon yourself.”

Although he said that, he still helped Shi Chun up and assisted him in walking out.

It wasn't out of great kindness, or a desire to help, but rather a necessity to deliver Shi Chun into Shen Youkun's hands, so this guy could explain himself. Otherwise, he wouldn't be able to account for the disappearance of the shimmering purple Nebula to Shen Youkun, and given Shen Youkun's family background, he couldn't afford to offend him.

He figured that once this guy was handed over to Shen Youkun, Shen Youkun would probably be furious upon learning that he had absorbed the shimmering purple Nebula. Whether he would be saved or killed was truly uncertain.

Before they had walked a few steps, as he was lost in thought, letting Shi Chun fend for himself, he suddenly uttered a grunt and stumbled, abruptly separating from Shi Chun, with splatters of blood between them.

The supervisor clutched his neck with both hands, staggering backward until he leaned against the cave wall, his eyes wide, staring at Shi Chun. Blood gushed like a spring from between his fingers; the wound on his neck was too deep and large. He trembled violently, leaning against the wall, making gurgling sounds as he slowly slid down.

Shi Chun, swinging the knife in his hand, also used too much force. His uncontrollable body spun several times, crashing into a rib of the Dragon Bone, losing his footing, and falling to the ground with a clang.

After gasping for breath on the ground for a while, even though his body felt terrible, and even though his vision was still confounded by strange images, he struggled to get up, swaying as he quickly headed towards the exit, not daring to delay another step.

He couldn't afford to delay. Once Shen Youkun blocked him, he probably wouldn't be able to bear the consequences.

Back then, he wanted to make Shen Youkun wish he were dead, but his wish wasn't granted. This time, when Shen Youkun blocked him, he would definitely retaliate, making him truly wish he were dead.

He put away the small knife and brushed off the dirt from his body, to avoid looking too disheveled.

He also grabbed a few handfuls of dirt and smeared them on the fresh bleeding whip marks, as their bloodied appearance would easily raise suspicion.

He knew his complexion must be terrible at this moment, which would also raise suspicion if seen. Fortunately, he had his mask to cover it.

He quickly reached the “T”-shaped turn in the mine tunnel. He tried his best to steady his swaying body, trying to act as if nothing was wrong.

As he turned the corner, he immediately saw a group of people waiting, and also a sight that startled him: when his right eye was closed, he saw a group of normal people; when his left eye was closed, he saw a group of whitish, misty, humanoid figures.

Everyone looked at him, especially Wu Jinliang among them.

Before anyone could speak, Shi Chun spoke first, “Excuse me, I have something to report to Mr. Shen.”

This time, no one made things difficult. Although some people disliked him, everyone quickly cleared a path.

Some people were sitting on the ground on both sides of the path, looking undemanding, as good things wouldn't fall to them anyway. Being able to wait for food without working was considered a pleasure.
Chapter 7: Stirring the Grass to Startle the Snake
As Shi Chun passed through the crowd, he gave Wu Jinliang a look and quietly slipped away by himself.

After a short wait, Wu Jinliang also moved to the side among the casual workers, actively working, using the excuse of adjusting oil lamp wicks to move far away.

Once out of sight of the others, he immediately darted after Shi Chun and didn't have to go far before he saw him leaning against the cave wall, panting with his head down.

Seeing that something was wrong, Wu Jinliang immediately went over and asked, “What’s wrong?”

What exactly was wrong was not the time to discuss in detail, and Shi Chun couldn't explain it clearly either. He only knew that the strange vision he could see with his right eye had gradually disappeared, his eyesight seemed to have returned to normal, and his body was slowly recovering, much stronger than before, but not yet fully normal.

He shook his head, “I messed up. Shen Youkun will expose me as soon as he arrives, so we need to leave quickly. My body needs to recover, you’ll have to carry me for a bit.”

Wu Jinliang was slightly startled, “Were you injured?”

As he spoke, he hoisted Shi Chun onto his back.

Shi Chun: “No, I’ll tell you later. Hurry, be careful not to run into Shen Youkun, he should already be inside.”

Wu Jinliang immediately carried him away quickly.

As expected, although the mine shaft was dug long and deep enough, Shen Youkun still arrived. Wu Jinliang, carrying Shi Chun, hadn't run far before he turned back, ran to a crossroads he had just passed, and quickly ducked into the diverging tunnel, holding his breath and concentrating.

Soon, a team of people rushed past with a rustle. Two sedan chair bearers carried Qi Ziru on a reclining chair, and Shen Youkun was also being carried on someone's back as they ran.

There was no choice. With his cultivation crippled, if there were no cultivators to help, in such a deep mine shaft where the ground was uneven, he couldn't run fast.

The person who had gone to report earlier and the two who provided excavation suggestions also hurried back behind them.

After the group passed, Wu Jinliang quickly carried Shi Chun out and continued to run outwards.

Shi Chun whispered in his ear, “We won’t make it if we don’t run. Go out at full speed.”

Wu Jinliang grunted in affirmation, immediately charging at full speed, darting swiftly through the mine shaft.

Shi Chun, on his back, waved his hand along the way, extinguishing the oil lamps in their path...

The group, carrying a crude reclining chair, rushed to a large crowd blocking the way. Shen Youkun, who was riding a person like a horse, was furious to see a bunch of workers lounging about. He bellowed, “Get out of the way, make way!”

Seeing that he had arrived, the people, whether standing or sitting, all rose and moved aside, clearly more intimidated than by the overseers.

Shen Youkun and his group quickly passed through.

No one noticed whether the so-called Shi Chun, who went to report, was present or had returned.

After turning the corner, they rushed all the way to the end of the mine shaft. Shen Youkun and the others saw the huge and ferocious Dragon Bone skull placed on the Dragon Bone, and they also saw the third eye socket on the skull, but they did not see the so-called purplish-glowing Nebula.

Shen Youkun, who had jumped to the ground, immediately turned to look at the reporting overseer.

That overseer immediately pointed at the skull and emphasized, “It was floating there just now, about the size of a large tabletop, absolutely no exaggeration, everyone saw it.”

Qi Ziru believed this person had no reason to lie. From his reclining chair, he looked back at the overseer sitting against the wall in a pool of blood.

It was only then that everyone's attention returned to this dead person. Shen Youkun quickly walked back, reached out and removed the man's mask, confirming it was someone he had recruited. He turned his head to look at where they came from, only to realize that only they had come over; none of the group from before had followed. What did that mean? Were they blind? He immediately roared, “Someone!”

The sound echoed in the mine shaft.

In a short while, several overseers ran over, approaching hesitantly and uncertainly. Seeing that their colleague had been killed, they were even more alarmed, not knowing why Shen Youkun would resort to such a cruel hand, feeling somewhat endangered themselves.

Then, they discovered that the purplish-glowing Nebula had disappeared and believed they understood something.

Unexpectedly, Shen Youkun pointed at the deceased and asked, “What happened? Who did this?”

Several overseers were stunned, realizing they might have guessed wrong. One of them tentatively asked, “Wasn’t it you, sir, who killed him?”

Shen Youkun immediately flew into a rage, “Nonsense! By the time I arrived, he was already dead here.”

Qi Ziru, from his reclining chair, further dispelled the overseers' doubts, “The wound has stopped bleeding, and the blood on the ground has stopped flowing.”

Upon hearing this, the overseers suddenly realized that if Shen Youkun had just made the move, the blood would still be flowing.

Shen Youkun angrily added, “Don’t you dare tell me you don’t know who killed him!”

Several overseers exchanged glances, their eyes filled with surprise and doubt, all having the same suspicion. One said, “Where is the person Master Shen sent to issue the order? He was here alone with the chief for a while just now.”

Shen Youkun was furious, “What person issuing an order? What nonsense are you talking about?”

Qi Ziru, from his reclining chair, raised a hand to soothe the overseers, “Don’t rush, speak slowly. What order was issued? What happened?”

The overseers naturally dared not conceal anything, mutually supplementing each other as they recounted the events that had transpired earlier.

After listening, without needing more words, Shen Youkun furiously pointed back the way they came, “A bunch of fools! You were tricked and didn’t even realize it? Hurry up and take people to pursue them!”

Qi Ziru added, “Pursue them outside the cave. If you don’t see anyone, don’t pursue further, just seal off the cave entrance.”

Several overseers immediately looked at Shen Youkun, somewhat unsure which one to listen to.

Shen Youkun hesitated to speak, his treasure stolen—how could he not pursue them all the way? But with a cold glance from Qi Ziru, he could only echo, “Let’s do that.”

Several overseers immediately took their orders and quickly left.

As soon as they left, Shen Youkun wanted to ask the reason, but unexpectedly, he was first rebuked by Qi Ziru, “I told you to personally supervise on site, who told you to run out?”

Shen Youkun again hesitated to speak, feeling somewhat wronged. His uncle had suddenly arrived, and after inspecting the excavation site, he felt a bit stuffy and went out. It was hard for Shen Youkun not to go out to find him, and some things were not suitable to say in front of a crowd in the cave. He definitely wanted to find this uncle to clarify the situation, who knew such a thing would happen.

Since the matter had already occurred, Qi Ziru didn't bother to argue with him. He raised a hand, signaling for them to leave. Before departing, he turned back to glance at the snake skull and muttered to himself, “Unexpectedly, a different treasure was unearthed...”

Having gone back and forth many times and familiarized himself with the mine's terrain, Shi Chun saw that they were almost at the exit. He stopped extinguishing the oil lamps along the way, leaving the lamps near the exit unextinguished. He patted Wu Jinliang's shoulder, “Stop, I’ve recovered enough.”

He himself broke free and jumped to the ground, taking deep breaths and sensing his body again.

Wu Jinliang asked again, “Weren’t things going well all along? Why do we have to be exposed now?”

Shi Chun: “I’ll tell you later, prepare for a forceful breakout!”

“Ah!” Wu Jinliang exclaimed, “Aren’t we going to sneak out the way we came in?”

Shi Chun: “No time, it’s too late.” As he spoke, he raised his hand and forcefully wiped the wound on his arm, wiping away the caked mud, deliberately making it bloody. He winced slightly from the pain, then extended his bloodied arm towards Wu Jinliang.

No explanation was needed. Wu Jinliang immediately reached out, dabbed blood onto his face, and at the same time, did not forget to remind, “You need to think this through. If we go out directly, our identities might not be kept secret, and since we’ve glimpsed Shen Youkun’s secret, he will be even less likely to let us go.”

“We’ve already stirred the grass to startle the snake; if we don’t get out now, we won’t be able to. There’s no choice, we can only deal with the immediate situation first.” Shi Chun couldn’t help but sigh, looking back at the dark path they had come from. He retracted his bloodied arm and smeared some blood on his mouth and nose, then turned and ran towards the cave entrance.

Wu Jinliang followed closely.

Having seen the light from outside the cave, as they neared the entrance, Shi Chun signaled with a glance, and Wu Jinliang slumped against the cave wall, sitting down. In an instant, he looked like he was severely wounded and dying.

Shi Chun, on the other hand, appeared to be heavily wounded and fleeing, running directly out of the cave.

The two guards outside the cave were greatly surprised by the sight. One quickly helped him up, and the other urgently asked, “What happened?”

Shi Chun then used a spell to shout hoarsely in all directions, “Quick, quickly gather! Mr. Shen is in danger, hurry and save Mr. Shen!”

The sound echoed loudly all around.

As soon as these words were uttered, figures appeared one by one on the surrounding hilltops, looking over.

The guard supporting him urgently asked again, “What happened?”

Shi Chun glanced at the surrounding situation, then used a spell again to cry out mournfully, “A large amount of treasure has been dug up in the cave, and those miners have become greedy and rebelled! The situation is urgent, Mr. Shen is in danger! Everyone, hurry to save him, it will be too late otherwise, please go quickly and save Mr. Shen!”

Great treasure? Both guards were stunned, turning their heads in unison to look into the dark cave.

At the same time, people began jumping down from the surrounding mountains, then more and more, rushing over.

“Don’t mind me, hurry and save Mr. Shen.” Shi Chun pushed the guard, then naturally fell to the ground, panting.

The guard hesitated slightly, then suddenly saw his companion flash into the cave first, and immediately darted in after him.

The people who arrived from the various hilltops afterward didn't bother with Shi Chun, dead or alive, on the ground. Seeing that the guards at the entrance had already entered, they immediately rushed in. In their view, the guards must have communicated and verified with Shi Chun, so there was no problem, which further dispelled their doubts.

The figures around quickly emptied out. Shi Chun, lying on the ground, immediately craned his neck and shouted into the cave, “Jinliang, are you dead?”

Wu Jinliang’s figure quickly appeared in the cave. When he was almost at the entrance, he “died” on the ground again, asking about the situation outside, “How is it outside?”

Shi Chun immediately flipped over and jumped up, shouting, “Let’s go!”

Wu Jinliang immediately “came back to life” and rushed out, running closely behind Shi Chun.

Shi Chun didn't know if all the people lurking around had left, but he ran towards a spot where people had just run out...

Inside the mine shaft, Shi Chun’s action of extinguishing the lamps along the way caused some trouble for the pursuers. Rushing into the darkness without seeing any light, they finally realized something: it was too dark, pitch black, so dark they couldn't see their own hands, and even the cultivators' vision was useless.

It was unrealistic to relight all the lamps along the way and then continue the pursuit. Instead, some people had to relight oil lamps, hold them in their hands, and use spells to provide illumination before continuing the chase.

While they were delayed, even the later arriving Shen Youkun and Qi Ziru caught up to them.

Likewise, the reinforcements who ran into the cave from outside to rescue Mr. Shen encountered the same absurd situation. For a stretch of road after entering the cave, the lamps were fine, so they suspected nothing and charged inward. It was only when they rushed into the darkness that they realized the entire path ahead was dark. They fumbled around, searching for fire strikers and the oil lamps along the path.

When large groups of people holding torches from both sides collided head-on, there was another chaotic and tense scene; those who came from outside thought the rebels had broken out.
Chapter 8: Can't Escape
Regardless of whether they were truly there to quell the rebellion, they had arrived for that purpose, and upon seeing a group of people rush out of the cave, they immediately drew their weapons with a clatter.

Those who rushed out of the cave saw the people outside drawing weapons on them, and those who had weapons immediately drew theirs in response. The tension on the miners' faces was clearly visible; they didn't know what was happening.

Those from outside shouted, “Put down your weapons!”

Their companions echoed the warning.

Those who came out of the cave roared, “What do you want?”

As the crowd parted, Shen Youkun walked out, pointing at the group rushing in from outside and scolding, “What do you want? Are you tired of living?”

Despite losing his cultivation, he still maintained his fierce demeanor in the face of gleaming blades, showing how little he thought of these natives. This was also a bad habit they had indulged in, for example, the chief of East Nine Plains didn't humor him, and he was somewhat afraid then.

Upon seeing him, the group from outside let their sharp blades droop. The one leading them asked in surprise, “Mr. Shen, are you alright?”

“What could be wrong with me? Why aren't you guarding outside? What are you doing rushing in?” Shen Youkun angrily retorted. He was counting on these guys to block the escapees.

With such a confrontation between the two sides, the situation was imaginable. Shen Youkun was utterly furious, cursing, “A bunch of idiots!”

After confirming there was no danger, Qi Ziru was also carried forward. His unhurried voice suppressed the agitated Shen Youkun, “Was it just one person who broke out?”

He wanted to confirm. If it really was just one person, to dare to risk his life alone and trick everyone like this, then he would indeed have to look at him with high regard.

“Yes, just one person.”

“We only saw one person.”

“No, not far from the entrance, there was also a miner lying there, seemingly severely injured and unconscious. It might also be fake.”

“Oh, you're right. If the miner's rebellion is fake, then that supposedly severely injured and unconscious miner could also be fake too.”

As the crowd responded, a guard who had been standing at the cave entrance also added, “That miner was the tallest big fellow, very noticeable. I remember him going in and out several times.”

Upon hearing this, Shen Youkun suddenly muttered to himself in a daze, “Tall fellow, two people...”

The scene of almost colliding with a tall fellow at the cave entrance flashed in his mind simultaneously. With a slap, he suddenly slapped himself hard, growing even more agitated, “It was them, Uncle, it was...”

Qi Ziru interrupted him decisively, “Shut up, go seal off the cave entrance first.”

Shen Youkun anxiously said, “Uncle, I know who it is, it's...”

Qi Ziru suddenly said sharply, “I told you to shut up!”

“...” Shen Youkun immediately fell silent. His uncle was truly angry, so he could only obediently shut up.

The personnel on site then quickly chased them out under Qi Ziru's command.

By the time the group rushed out of the mine, dusk had fallen, and there was no longer any sign of anyone.

Qi Ziru did not let everyone pursue or search everywhere. He bluntly stated in front of everyone, asking who could guarantee that the culprit hadn't deliberately set up a diversion and was actually still hiding in the cave? Who could guarantee that the culprit hadn't taken advantage of the chaos to mix among them? They counted the number of people present and found that five overseers were missing.

Qi Ziru also did not unmask the masked individuals one by one to check.

Some of those who earned this remuneration were well-known in certain circles. They only needed Shen Youkun to know who they were but did not wish to reveal their true faces in front of everyone. However, Qi Ziru did not check for this reason.

Qi Ziru also did not send the guards who had been secretly ambushing around back. He only left a small number of people to block the cave entrance, and all other manpower was incorporated into the excavation team, instructing everyone to dig out the remaining parts of the skeleton inside the mine as quickly as possible.

He accepted the suggestion of the two overseers that the earth and rock did not need to be removed but could be dumped into nearby tunnels. In short, the excavation speed had to be fast.

After arranging all this, Qi Ziru laboriously got up from his reclining chair, raised a hand to stop those carrying the sedan chair from accompanying him, and strolled through the valley, with only Shen Youkun following.

Shen Youkun was visibly nervous, looking around, knowing who was causing trouble. Now that he was out of the protective circle, he was indeed a little afraid that the culprit might suddenly jump out.

After there were no other people nearby, Qi Ziru stopped, glanced at his nephew, and looked towards the dark sky, “Don't be nervous, they already have what they want and are busy escaping.”

Upon hearing this, Shen Youkun was indeed comforted. He looked back at the cave entrance, pondering his uncle's intention. He was certain the culprit had fled, yet why did his uncle say the culprit might be in the cave and seal off the entrance?

Qi Ziru's voice broke his thoughts, “Was it that chief who came to visit?”

Shen Youkun immediately perked up, “That's right, it was ‘Shi Chun’ and ‘Wu Jinliang’ who came. The guard at the entrance reminded me; I remembered that Wu Jinliang must have met me at the entrance. I was busy looking for you earlier and overlooked it for a moment.”

Qi Ziru sighed with a 'tsk tsk', “It really was them! Just two people, yet they dared to brazenly mix among so many people and act so recklessly, even such an obvious tall fellow dared to blend in. They simply regard us as nothing! What immense courage! Not only did they make us run around in circles, but taking the treasure was as easy as picking something from a pouch. What a person! No wonder you were willing to spare no expense to get rid of them rather than engage in direct conflict. So you had already learned a profound lesson, but you refused to disclose it beforehand. If I had known earlier it was someone with such methods, how could I have let you handle it so easily? How could I have let them succeed so easily?”

Shen Youkun muttered somewhat guiltily, “Earlier in the mine, I already guessed it was them. I wanted to tell you, but you scolded me and wouldn't let me speak.”

The implication was: look, sometimes when I want to speak, you don't let me, and when I don't want to speak, you blame me for not speaking. It's really hard for me to get it right, isn't it?

Qi Ziru, who was physically and mentally inconvenienced, originally didn't want to get angry, but at this moment, he couldn't help but change his expression and curse, “Idiot! Haven't you said enough already? Based on what you said, anyone with a bit of insight could guess who took the treasure if they bothered to investigate further.

Before we catch them, we absolutely cannot let any outsider know who stole the treasure. Only our forces can pursue them, otherwise, you and I won't be able to account to the family. Do you want to attract other factions to snatch the treasure? Not a single person who heard your words today can be left alive!”

Speechless, Shen Youkun choked several times, finally realizing that he had a screw loose in his head.

Under his guilty conscience, he changed the subject and said, “Uncle, that fellow is very cunning. If he ran off with the treasure, it might not be so easy to catch him again.”

Qi Ziru shot him an annoyed glance, then clasped his hands behind his back, gazed into the distance, and slowly said, “If nothing unexpected happens, he should not be able to escape.”

Shen Youkun was startled, “Cannot escape?”

He didn't know if it meant now, or that he would eventually be caught. Seeing his uncle's relaxed and composed demeanor, it seemed to imply the former. He vaguely realized something and couldn't help but look around.

Qi Ziru snorted, “The heavy responsibility entrusted by the family, do you think I can place all my hopes on you? While you were recruiting people, I had already contacted another group of people here as backup. If you succeed, fine; if not, someone else can step in at any time.

When I received your confirmation that you had found the item and rushed here, I took the opportunity to survey the surrounding terrain. I had people set up ambushes on some of the probable escape routes. I had already ordered that anyone found leaving this place without my permission, once discovered, would absolutely not be spared!”

Shen Youkun could understand such arrangements, which were to guard against any stragglers escaping from here, but he still doubted, “How many people have you arranged? The surrounding area is so vast, and there are too many paths to escape.”

Qi Ziru: “He's afraid of pursuit, so he'll be eager to flee far within a short distance. He should escape along the easy routes, so the chances of encountering them should be high.”

Shen Youkun still worried, “Uncle, that fellow is not only cunning but also a good fighter here. If the blocking forces are too thin, they might not be able to stop him.”

Given such a large area, he believed his uncle couldn't have groups of people stationed everywhere, nor could he create such an exaggerated formation in the Land of Exile.

“He can't escape, unless he finds a loophole. As long as he's discovered, even if he's at the High Martial realm, he won't get away!” Qi Ziru's faint response was filled with confidence.

Shen Youkun's small eyes, set in his fleshy face, blinked again and again. He understood. His uncle's backup plans were very thorough. He immediately became somewhat excited, eagerly anticipating the situation after that rogue Shi Chun fell into his hands, his molars grinding uncontrollably.

Qi Ziru was unconcerned with his reaction. Lowering his head, he paced back and forth, muttering to himself, “What exactly is that purplish-glowing Nebula? Does the family know, or do they not? They probably don't, otherwise, for such an important item, they wouldn't have kept me in the dark beforehand...”

What he was thinking now was, if they failed to stop him and let that chief escape, should he conceal this matter from the family? After all, he would have to silence all relevant insiders afterward.

People are prone to selfishness, easily considering their own interests. He worried that this trouble might incur the family's displeasure, leading to an unexpected early departure from here. After all, he had already found what the family asked for and truly didn't want to create new complications.

Despite his confident demeanor in front of his nephew, the chief's ability to run rampant here still somewhat bothered him, leaving him feeling a bit uncertain in his heart...

Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang hurriedly ran to a mountain crevice and moved a large stone, pulling out two bundles of clothes from within. Both of them usually wore clothes when going out, as they represented the face of East Nine Plains.

They also retrieved two weapons from the pit: one large and one small knife.

The small one wasn't actually small; it was the size of a normal saber, but it appeared small in comparison to the larger one, and it came with a cloth-wrapped sheath.

The large knife, however, had no sheath. It was entirely black, nearly half a zhang long, nearly a chi wide, and its back was as thick as a fist. It was a very large and heavy item, which Wu Jinliang effortlessly swung with one hand and hoisted onto his shoulder.

This knife had no particular origin; he had personally forged it at a blacksmith's shop. The blacksmith had told him to use whatever materials he wanted, so he, operating on the principle of never missing a good deal, personally used ample materials to forge a heavy one. Later, he found that large weapons had their own advantages in a fight, and he gradually got used to it.

When Shi Chun cared about his appearance, Wu Jinliang would carry his saber. There was naturally no need for that when they were fleeing for their lives.

After replacing the large stone, the two men slung their knives and bundles and quickly ran off again.

Along the way, they always ran along low-lying terrain like mountain gullies, not daring to easily run to higher ground, where they could be easily spotted. Only occasionally, when they wanted to check the situation behind them, would they go up a nearby hilltop to look for pursuers.

After running for a while and doing so again, Shi Chun, who had looked back a few times and was about to duck back into a mountain gully, suddenly reached out and pressed Wu Jinliang's shoulder. Both of them came to an abrupt halt halfway up the mountain.

Wu Jinliang was just about to ask what was wrong, but before he could, Shi Chun was already cautiously looking around and said, “Something's not right!”

He immediately turned back, crouched down, and crawled to the mountaintop, lying prone, looking back along their path.

So Wu Jinliang crouched beside him and asked the question, “What's wrong?”

Shi Chun said in a deep voice, “It’s too quiet. We haven't seen anyone chasing us all this way. Do you think it's normal for them to just let us escape like this?”
Chapter 9: Cutting Off the Tail
With that said, looking at the completely normal path they came from, it did seem a little unusual, but Wu Jinliang still found a reason, “The treasure in the mine tunnel should be more important than us, right? For them, prioritizing the treasure isn’t abnormal, is it?”

Shi Chun told him earnestly, “That shimmering purple Nebula is on me.”

“Ah?” Wu Jinliang was greatly startled, not expecting him to be so bold as to dare to spirit away the treasure right under everyone’s noses. It was truly incredible. He immediately reached out to prod his crotch, “Where? Where? Let me see...”

Slap! Shi Chun slapped his hand away, “Later.”

Wu Jinliang, retracting his hand, chuckled, looked at the sky, and then rationalized the reason, “True, it’s already dark. If that glowing thing lights up, it’ll easily expose us.” He then grew solemn, “Yeah, you snatched someone’s hard-earned treasure, yet they don’t even seem to want to snatch it back. What’s more, they clearly have the upper hand in strength. It really is a bit abnormal.”

Not just a bit, but very abnormal. Shi Chun, a wary expression on his face, once again scanned his surroundings, concluding that this matter was definitely not that simple. The dim surroundings seemed to hide terror; the more unclear it was, the more his mind tensed up.

He wasn’t afraid of open conflict, but unknown, uncertain matters made him nervous. A clear spear is easy to dodge, but a hidden arrow is hard to guard against—that was a universal truth.

Just as his nerves reached a certain point, he suddenly let out a muffled groan, no longer caring about the knife in his hand. Both hands abruptly clutched his head. That sensation of his head tearing into thousands of pieces and countless insects and ants gnawing at his spinal marrow returned.

This time, perhaps because he had experienced it once and was more accustomed to it, or perhaps the intensity was lighter, it didn’t hurt to the point of nearly passing out like last time, but it was still enough to make him suffer.

What hadn’t changed was the appearance of those strange, incomprehensible images before his eyes again, as if he were once again in a world of light and shadow illusions.

This world was very strange, seemingly unaffected by any light. The lights in the mine tunnel and the current light of the heavens and earth had no effect on its brightness or darkness.

Closing his right eye, he saw the normal world; closing his left eye, he saw bizarre and fantastical images. He couldn’t understand what these vision hallucinations caused by pain were all about.

Such obvious abnormality, Wu Jinliang couldn’t possibly not notice. Startled, he reached out and gripped him, “Chun, what’s wrong?”

Unexpectedly, Shi Chun, trembling with pain, pushed him away, rolled onto his back on the slope, gasping for breath. He saw him clenching his teeth, his ten fingers digging tightly into his palms. As if making a great decision, he forcibly sat up, closed his left eye, and trembled as he turned his head to scan his surroundings.

Wu Jinliang, who had dropped his weapon, knelt down to support him, about to check his pulse, “Chun, don’t scare me. What on earth is wrong?”

Shi Chun elbowed him in the chest, forcing out a few words through his trembling teeth, “Shut up, lie down, don’t block the view.”

Wu Jinliang, who had been knocked over, was about to stand up, but hearing this, he immediately lay back down, his eyes blinking, very much wanting to ask what it meant to look around with one eye closed.

Shi Chun had only suddenly remembered the situation where he saw a group of people at a turn when he escaped after being afflicted in the mine tunnel before.

The strong premonition of unease around him, coupled with the mine tunnel scene flashing in his mind, made him prop himself up. He closed his left eye and tried with his right eye.

His breathing was still erratic. His right eye’s gaze slowly swept across the bizarre and fantastical images. His slowly turning head suddenly stopped.

He was just trying, but unexpectedly, he really saw two hazy white misty forms floating in the void. The two misty forms were not together; one was slowly approaching the other.

As his attention shifted, he felt less uncomfortable.

He closed his right eye and opened his left. The hazy white misty forms disappeared. Corresponding to their location, they were not floating in the void; one of them was located on the mountain they were heading towards.

Closing his left eye and opening his right again, comparing the two views, they were indeed at that location, and the other hazy white misty form had already converged with it.

This movement and change, compared to the group figures he had seen earlier in the cave, made him realize that it was truly possible he was seeing two ambushing people. Why was this happening? He didn’t understand what was going on.

Indeed, there were two people ambushing on that mountain, two masked figures wrapped in black cloth. They also had their eyes on Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang.

Thankfully, this area was barren and smooth everywhere, making it easy to detect anyone moving in their line of sight. If it were in a forest, even a cultivator’s eyesight, though extraordinary, would struggle to find them. However, it was dark after all, and the distance was a bit far. If they didn’t pass close by, they also couldn’t clearly see what kind of two people they were.

The masked man who had crawled from the opposing ambush point to the mountaintop quietly asked the masked man already there, “What’s the situation? Why are these two sitting there resting?”

The one already there quietly replied, “How would I know.”

The newcomer asked, “So does this count as them having left this place, or not?”

The one already there said, “Do you really think they came here to play and will turn back?”

The newcomer lightly chuckled, evidently realizing his question was a bit superfluous.

The one already there untied a fist-sized woven cage from his waist, opened the lid, and took out a small bird. On the bird, the characters “four seven” were faintly written. He then tossed it into the valley behind him.

The small bird immediately soared through the valley and flew away.

Shi Chun’s right eye saw the flying bird, though it was just a small hazy white misty form. However, he could vaguely sense what it was from its shape and movement, and could probably guess the purpose of releasing a small bird at this time.

His eyes flickered, having already forgotten the pain. He once again surveyed his surroundings, wanting to see if there were any other humanoid hazy white misty forms.

He vaguely saw some, but their location seemed quite distant. Comparing with his left eye’s vision, they were indeed far away, separated by several mountain peaks. Looking at their direction, they should be arrayed on the same line as this spot. When he switched to his right eye to try and see further, he didn’t know how far this vision could extend; at any rate, he didn’t see any other misty forms.

And this strange phenomenon in his right eye was slowly fading, his vision gradually returning to normal.

He quickly used a technique to assess his body and found that he was fine; this time, the pain had not caused too much impact on his body’s functions.

Wu Jinliang, who had been waiting dryly for a while, finally couldn’t help but speak, whispering, “Chun, what’s going on?”

Shi Chun looked towards the mountain where the people were hidden, “Someone is ambushing on that mountain.”

“Ah?” Wu Jinliang turned his head to look. With this light and distance, how could he see hidden figures? His eyes almost popped out, but he couldn’t make out any clues.

“I’m sick...” Shi Chun said, then lay down, and casually pulled Wu Jinliang’s ear over, muttering something in his ear.

Wu Jinliang nodded occasionally, then untied the bundle of Shi Chun’s clothes, covering Shi Chun’s body with them. Immediately after, he used his own great knife as a makeshift bed, placed Shi Chun on it, and then carried both the person and the knife horizontally and walked away.

As they passed by the foot of the ambusher’s mountain, Shi Chun’s hand, under the covering clothes, tightly gripped the knife handle. The knife in his hand was ready to be drawn at any moment, preparing for a potential sneak attack.

He was also feigning illness and weakness, hoping to lure the two to attack them proactively.

The two of them had been muddling through in East Nine Plains until now; they truly wouldn’t easily cower when facing a one-on-one fight or two-on-two.

However, the outcome did not go as they wished; when they passed, the two ambushing individuals showed no intention of striking.

Yet, Shi Chun, lying in Wu Jinliang’s arms and seizing the opportunity to pay attention to the rear, discovered that the two hidden individuals had indeed moved, tailing them all the way. He immediately whispered a few words to Wu Jinliang.

Wu Jinliang immediately changed direction slightly. East Nine Plains was, after all, their territory. Moreover, they had intentionally come here for a purpose earlier, so they were familiar with the terrain here.

The two secretly trailing them dared not get too close, fearing to startle the snake. From time to time, they pressed a fluorescent fingerprint onto a stone by the roadside.

Before long, Wu Jinliang disappeared from their sight, turning and ducking into a narrow canyon.

By the time they caught up, Wu Jinliang had already exited the canyon, but he had stopped moving, holding the person and looking around, as if searching for something.

The two tailing them dared not come out, so they took cover inside the canyon mouth, motionless, observing in secret.

Suddenly, a whoosh sounded. The two looked back in horror, only to see a figure pounce out from a recess in the cliff. The masked man opposite them hastily drew his sword.

Figures intertwined, with only two “clang-clang” sounds of clashing metal. The masked man who had responded to the challenge looked down at his bleeding, cracked chest and fell.

Striking figure was Shi Chun. As he stood and shook off the blood from his knife, the head of the other masked man, who hadn’t even had time to draw his sword, just dropped from his neck, and he fell crookedly.

The strength of East Nine Plains’ Chief was no joke. Although his body was not fully healthy due to the previous pain, dispatching two people was still as easy as cutting weeds.

Wu Jinliang outside heard the sounds of fighting and immediately turned, tearing off the covering clothes from the person and flinging them onto his neck. With his other hand, he flipped his knife, causing a long, flat stone on the knife to fall to the ground. He dragged his knife and rushed towards the canyon mouth, eager to join the fight.

It turned out that what he had been holding earlier was not a person, but his own great knife, with just some things placed on its blade.

By the time he leaped over, he didn’t get a chance to act.

Seeing that the two tailing them had been killed, Wu Jinliang immediately tilted his head and gestured, “The tail has been cut off. We can run with peace of mind. Without further ado, let’s run.”

Shi Chun, who had picked up his sheath and re-inserted his knife, said in a deep voice, “We have to go back to the mine tunnel!”

“What?” Wu Jinliang’s eyes almost popped out. He confirmed, “Back to the mine tunnel? Did I mishear?”

Shi Chun said, “These two tails weren’t just after us, but after everyone who left the mine tunnel.”

Wu Jinliang was puzzled, “What do you mean?”

Shi Chun said, “The reason Shen Youkun didn’t pursue us was, first, he was a step too slow and might not catch up. Second, and most importantly, he had people stationed outside to intercept, but they were definitely not set up for us, because he didn’t know we were in the mine beforehand. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have been able to escape the excavation area at all.”

He casually slung his knife behind his back again, “Only after confirming that these two tails really followed us did I realize we had been neglecting something.”

Wu Jinliang had an expression like he was trying hard to follow his train of thought, “What thing?”

Shi Chun turned his head and stared at the corpses on the ground, “Shen Youkun is doing something illicit, but so many people witnessed it on site. Can he really expect that ragtag group to keep silent?”

“Eliminate them?” Wu Jinliang blurted out, then was suddenly startled, “Eliminate so many people at once?”

Shi Chun said, “Precisely because too many people were involved, we didn’t consider that. Now it seems we natives are too small-minded, not like those who have seen the world outside.”

Wu Jinliang quickly looked around, realizing that the people stationed outside were originally to intercept any escapees, but he still didn’t understand, “They’re eliminating their own witnesses, why are we going back? We finally escaped danger; do you still want to save that ragtag group?”

Shi Chun said, “Have we truly escaped danger? They wanted the treasure I took, and our identities have probably been exposed. From now on, they won’t let us go, no matter where we are... If Shen Youkun is trying to eliminate witnesses and has few people around to protect him, don’t you think there’s a chance to completely erase any news of our presence here?”
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The topic shifted abruptly, but Wu Jinliang quickly understood, his eyes instantly lighting up. “He crippled his cultivation; in this wild, remote area, even if he wants to silence witnesses, he can’t possibly be without protection. You’re dreaming, but since they won’t let us go either way, we definitely have to try if there’s a chance. What if it works?”

He was clearly a desperado too, unwilling to miss an opportunity to gamble.

“They’ve already sent word. Barring any accidents, people will arrive soon. Let’s bypass them.” Shi Chun pointed to the canyon exit, indicating they should go around from the outside. As he spoke, he moved to the edge of the opening and peeked out.

Wu Jinliang pulled off the cloth wrapped around his neck and stuffed it haphazardly into his pack. He glanced at the corpses on the ground, then hoisted his blade and ran up to Shi Chun, complaining, “You, since we’re going back, why bother killing them? Aren’t you tired?”

“Their deaths here prove even more that we escaped.” Shi Chun tossed out the words and shot out, hurrying on his way.

Wu Jinliang froze, then realized it made sense. Only by making them mistakenly believe they had run away could they more safely sneak back. Even if there was no chance to act, they could still slip away more safely.

He chuckled, then flashed away to follow.

The two did not take the way they came. Shi Chun led the way, using the positions of the lurking personnel he had seen in the bizarre vision from his right eye earlier, finding an alternative route to sneak back. This was mainly to avoid encountering enemy reinforcements who would have received the report and rushed over.

In fact, the enemy reinforcements arrived very quickly, already reaching the previous lurking spots of the two dead men.

Leading them was a robust masked man who had a full set of clothes and even wore boots. Behind him followed a dozen or so masked figures.

Seeing no one at the scene, they circled around and spotted the glowing finger marks. The group immediately rushed off in pursuit.

The murder scene wasn’t actually far from here; the key was that Shi Chun, fearing a prolonged night of dreams, didn’t dare to delay and acted nearby.

The dozen masked men quickly reached the canyon where the incident occurred. They paused briefly, smelling blood, then discovered the corpses.

The masked giant took out an exquisite fire-starting stick from his waist and lit it. He personally pulled back the masks from the two heads. After clearly seeing the faces of the two dead men, he let out a deep breath, then examined the environment of the fight before walking out of the canyon and staring at the undulating wilderness under the night sky for a long time.

Unsure of the killer’s whereabouts, and knowing that a blind pursuit was pointless, he turned back, dropped a single sentence, and left alone. “You handle the aftermath.”

He flew all the way, not going anywhere else, but directly to the mining area.

A bright moon already shone brilliantly in the night sky, its cold light spilling like mercury.

Outside the mine shaft, Qi Ziru lay on a reclining chair, eyes closed in rest, guarded by two sedan chair bearers. The entrance of the shaft was blocked and guarded by seven or eight overseers.

Shen Youkun was not here, having been sent into the mine shaft by his uncle outside to personally oversee things.

A figure flew directly from the mountain and landed in the valley. The guards at the entrance all looked over, and someone shouted, “Who’s there?”

The guards all drew their weapons, and Qi Ziru also opened his eyes to look. He saw a robust masked giant walking unhurriedly. He immediately spoke to calm those around him, “It’s nothing, one of our own.”

The masked giant did not come all the way over but stopped several zhang away, nodding slightly to Qi Ziru.

Qi Ziru propped himself up, refused the help of the two sedan chair bearers, and prevented them from following, walking over alone. He did not stop when he reached the masked giant, who immediately followed him.

The guards at the entrance exchanged glances, all sensing the formidable power of Shen Youkun’s faction; they actually had additional personnel.

Only after reaching a position where they could avoid being overheard did Qi Ziru stop. He said nothing, waiting.

The masked giant leaned in and reported in a low voice, “Someone broke through our outer perimeter and killed two of our men.”

“I thought you were here with good news.” Qi Ziru’s face instantly darkened as he turned to look at him. “Even the things I gave you couldn’t subdue them?”

The masked giant replied, “They weren’t used. The opponent’s speed was too fast, unusually fast. I rushed to the scene as quickly as possible but was still too late. I didn’t see who the killer was, or how many there were.

From the location of the incident, our men were discovered not long after they followed the killer. There wasn’t even a trace of extra struggle at the scene, indicating the fight ended very quickly.

From the manner of death, both men were likely killed by the same person. One of them didn’t even have time to draw his weapon. So, either the killer’s strength is too great, leaving our men no chance to fight back or escape, or it was a sneak attack. Either way, this killer is not simple. Is it someone who escaped from here?”

He finished speaking and waited in silence.

Qi Ziru’s expression was not good. He naturally knew who did it, but he hadn’t expected his careful arrangements on the outer perimeter to be so vulnerable. That fellow had escaped so easily, making both him and his nephew seem quite ridiculous.

He had worried before that the backup might not be able to stop them, and indeed, someone had slipped through the net. It seemed this matter could only be reported to the family.

He had considered concealing it before, but then remembered that the other person who knew was the escaped boss. Who knew what he went to do after getting the treasure, or if he would expose them one day? After weighing his options, he abandoned the idea of hiding the truth.

After a few breaths to calm his emotions, he slowly said, “Things are almost finished here. Gather your men to this vicinity and await orders.”

“Good.” The masked giant nodded slightly in agreement, then turned and left, disappearing over the mountaintop in a few leaps.

Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang, who were pressed close to the mountain’s shadow in a nearby hollow, saw the masked giant’s departing figure.

They had just arrived.

Indeed, those who left earlier did not arrive before the masked giant. The latter dared to run at full speed in a straight line; they were more cautious.

By the time they quietly snuck to the edge of the valley, able to see the situation inside the valley and at the mine shaft entrance, Qi Ziru had already returned to his chair and lay down.

“How come the guards on this mountain are all gone? They couldn’t have been silenced so quickly, could they?” Wu Jinliang whispered curiously.

Shi Chun made a shushing gesture at him. Although they were hiding quite far away, it was better to be careful.

Next was a period of waiting. While observing, Shi Chun also secretly used his cultivation to examine his own body. He finally had time to ponder the strange change caused by the purplish glowing Nebula entering his body.

The stars shifted, and the bright moon gradually moved to the other side. As time slowly approached the latter half of the night, Wu Jinliang, who was about to yawn, suddenly opened his eyes wide and lightly nudged Shi Chun with his elbow.

Shi Chun saw it without needing a reminder. Shen Youkun walked out of the cave, seemingly holding something glowing.

It was a burning incense stick. Shen Youkun walked up to the reclining chair. “Uncle, it’s finished. It’s all dug out.”

Qi Ziru glanced at the incense stick in his hand and asked, “Are they all lit?”

Shen Youkun nodded, secretly glancing at the few guards at the cave entrance.

Qi Ziru said to one of the sedan chair bearers, “Call people to carry the things.”

Soon, a shooting star shot out from one of the sedan chair bearers’ hands with a bang, then exploded into fireworks in the air with another bang.

Shi Chun and the other man, lying in the dark on the mountain, looked up.

Not long after, a group of masked figures rushed down from the mountain side next to the mine shaft, totaling nearly three hundred people.

Wu Jinliang bared his teeth in surprise and nudged Shi Chun again, making a gesture indicating they had no chance.

The masked giant leading the team walked up to Qi Ziru to receive orders. Qi Ziru took out a small black cloth pouch from his sleeve and handed it to him, saying, “If it’s hard to pack, take it apart. Not a single bone is allowed to be missed; pack all of it.”

Most of the local natives didn’t recognize this small black cloth pouch, but Shen Youkun’s eyes lit up. Others didn’t recognize it, but he did; it was a magic treasure, a “Universe Bag.” The spatial dimension within this magic treasure was considerable, and he had never used a magic treasure of this caliber before.

He hadn’t expected such a magic treasure to be brought in. Now he finally knew how they planned to remove such a large skeleton.

The masked giant took the pouch and nodded, then waved his hand, signaling his men to head straight into the mine shaft.

As the group threaded past the seven or eight guards at the entrance, a flash of cold light and chaotic shadows passed, accompanied by several screams of “Ah!”

Already inside the cave, the masked giant, leading the way with large strides, shouted, “Remember, leave no one alive!”

Behind him, a flurry of weapons being drawn immediately rang out.

After the large contingent of men had all entered the cave, seven or eight corpses lay at the entrance.

Shen Youkun looked at his uncle, who was resting with his eyes closed on the reclining chair, then at the corpses in the pool of blood. He smelled the strong scent of blood, and the corners of his mouth still couldn’t help but twitch. There was a reason why he feared this uncle.

Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang, lurking in the shadows, exchanged glances. The latter whispered, “It’s really started!”

The mine shaft was filled with a smoky atmosphere. Faint smoke drifted, and unburnt incense sticks could occasionally be seen stuck in the cave walls.

As they walked deeper into the mine, dead bodies began to appear one after another on the ground, increasing in number the further they went.

Someone squatted down to examine them, seeing faces turned blue with wide-open eyes, and exclaimed in surprise, “Are they poisoned?”

No sooner had he spoken than someone else leaned against the wall, gasping for breath, “No, Chief, the smoke in this cave is problematic.”

Similar reactions began to appear one after another, and the scene instantly erupted into chaos.

“Chief, quick, withdraw! It’s poisonous!”

The leading masked giant, however, ignored them and continued forward. As he gradually moved further away, he faintly replied, “Too late. You’ve been eating it for over a month; the catalyst has already activated.”

The chaotic crowd hadn’t heard what he said; some people had already begun to fall one after another.

Some desperately ran towards the cave entrance, but none managed to escape, all collapsing halfway.

At the “T”-shaped intersection at the end of the mine shaft, the masked giant saw the sprawling Dragon Bone. He unfurled the Universe Bag in his hand...

When he reappeared outside the cave, he was the only one. Behind him, a violent rumbling sound came from inside the mine shaft.

Shi Chun and the other man, lying on the ground, looked at each other in surprise. They could feel the intense tremors coming from the ground, wave after wave, unsure of what was happening.

Boom! With a loud roar, a massive cloud of dust shot out from the mine shaft, clearly visible under the moonlight. The lone masked giant allowed his back to be impacted, his entire body swallowed by the thick dust.

The two sedan chair bearers had already moved Qi Ziru some distance away, and they also pulled Shen Youkun along.

Shi Chun, his face full of surprise, muttered to himself, “It collapsed!”

Wu Jinliang felt the same. He wondered what method these people used to collapse the mine, and only one person came out?

Both were quite shocked. They had initially thought they would only silence the original people in the mine. After seeing the three hundred new people commit the acts, they thought they had come for nothing and lost their chance to act, but they didn’t expect the other party to eliminate those three hundred people as well.

Not long after, the masked giant emerged from the rolling dust once more and presented the Universe Bag to Qi Ziru.

Qi Ziru inspected it and nodded in satisfaction, saying, “Let’s go.”

The two sedan chair bearers lifted him and turned, while the masked giant grabbed Shen Youkun’s arm, and they all flew towards a nearby mountain peak.

A fierce look flashed across Shi Chun’s face as he crouched in the shadows. He grabbed Wu Jinliang’s shoulder and said in a low voice, “As long as we take out those three, the other two are useless. Two against three, do you dare to go?”

“Hehe, my great blade is already thirsty for blood!” Wu Jinliang said with a sinister grin, then sprang up, dragging his great blade and charging towards their target.
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Shi Chun also leapt up, drawing his knife and rushing forward. The other man's knife was too heavy, and Shi Chun quickly overtook him.

The two of them made no attempt to conceal themselves after rushing out, and the clatter of loose stones underfoot caused the few people ahead to turn their heads one after another.

Wu Jinliang's height, and Wu Jinliang's knife, were too distinctive. Even without seeing his face clearly, Shen Youkun recognized him at a glance and couldn't help but exclaim, “It's Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang! Run! Run!”

He was genuinely panicked.

It was actually those two? Qi Ziru also looked surprised. He had thought the two had already fled, but unexpectedly they had been hiding right under his nose, waiting for an opportunity. He likely guessed Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang's intention to seize the chance to attack, and truly praised them sincerely, “What courage! What skill! Since guests have come to visit, how can we refuse to see them? Stop the sedan chair, we will receive our guests.”

The two sedan bearers stopped running, turned around, and lowered the sedan chair, guarding it on either side.

The Masked Giant also stopped, simultaneously releasing the struggling Shen Youkun.

Shen Youkun was so frightened that he tumbled down the small hillside, scrambling away in a panic, looking back frequently as he ran, his face pale with fear. He clearly did not believe the few people here were a match for Shi Chun and his companion.

Seeing that their pursuit target had actually stopped on the small hillside to await them, Shi Chun also sensed that something was amiss. However, Shen Youkun's panicked flight did not seem faked, which dispelled many doubts. Shi Chun continued at full speed, rushing to face his opponents, leaping with the momentum, and delivering an aerial strike. A torrential flash of cold light cleaved down from above, ruthless and decisive!

The two sedan bearers stood in front of Qi Ziru, preparing for battle, but the Masked Giant remained still. He surprisingly ignored Shi Chun's incoming strike, instead fixing his gaze on Wu Jinliang.

Wu Jinliang had also rushed over, yelling excitedly, “Take this strike!”

The whistling sound of his large knife cutting through the air was terrifying.

When he got a little closer, the Masked Giant finally acted, shaking his hands and flicking out two yellow shadows under the moonlight. One shot towards Shi Chun, and the other towards Wu Jinliang.

Shi Chun's blade veered in mid-air, intending to cleave the incoming object, but a sudden sensation of dizziness flashed before his eyes.

What's going on? Startled, he quickly tried to steady himself and realized it wasn't dizziness, but a twisting sensation in the void before him. At the same time, he felt an unseen force of sluggishness enveloping him.

He found that his fiercely rushing and powerful attacking movements had actually turned into slow motion. His striking blade slowed, missing the rapidly flying yellow shadow. At close range, he saw clearly that it was a yellow paper talisman, covered with intricate vermilion talismans.

His gaze dropped, and he watched helplessly as the talisman stuck to his chest.

His movements were sluggish; he couldn't even dodge in time. He vaguely felt a mysterious power being released from within the talisman, and then he became unable to move.

He did not fall to the ground, but was fixed in mid-air, still maintaining the posture of striking with his knife.

Although his body couldn't move, his mind was clear. He instantly realized what was happening: Immobilization Talisman!

He had actually encountered the legendary Immobilization Talisman!

To him, it was merely a legend. He had never seen one before, only heard that such things existed in the outside world. He never expected that this group of people could even get such things in here.

At this moment, he truly regretted it bitterly, blaming himself for his short-sightedness. Why hadn't he thought that if they could bring in so many supplies, bringing in a talisman wouldn't be difficult? He had already run away, yet he came back around; wasn't this just asking for death by running into their trap?

Thinking of how Shen Youkun's escape had deceived him, he cursed Shen Youkun's ancestors in his mind.

However, he also saw from Shen Youkun's terrified flight that this was definitely not Shen Youkun's doing. Shen Youkun might not even know about it; it was probably the work of the calm and composed person in the reclining chair.

Wu Jinliang behind him also became still, fixed in place, with a look of terror in his eyes. His mouth was still open, clearly realizing that he was truly doomed this time. Death wasn't much; he had known since the day he started risking his life that this day would come sooner or later. He was only afraid of being tortured to death.

He wanted to speak but couldn't, only able to make indistinct “woo woo” sounds, wanting to ask Shi Chun what to do.

He knew Shi Chun probably didn't have any good ideas either, but at the moment, besides Shi Chun, who else could he ask for help? Shen Youkun, who had been looking back frequently while fleeing, stopped. After a careful look, he seemed to understand something. No wonder his uncle said that even a High Martial realm expert couldn't escape. So that's how it was. He then ran back with a grim smile.

Shi Chun saw this scene. He was immobilized, but his eyes weren't blind. He couldn't even close his eyelids, knowing well that Shen Youkun would surely seek revenge.

He didn't want to fall into anyone's hands, especially Shen Youkun's. So he exerted all his cultivation to resist, intending to break free from the restraint. At first, he could shake the power that immobilized him a little, but then it was as if he was encased in steel. There wasn't much oppressive feeling, but he couldn't move an inch.

Even more terrifying was that even his entire magical power seemed to be immobilized, unable to be unleashed externally.

Having been in the cultivation world for many years, for him, who had experienced countless battles, it was always a direct clash of personal cultivation strength. Facing such talismanic methods, he completely failed to understand how a mere yellow paper talisman could possess such immense power to seal him. He couldn't figure it out or comprehend it.

More importantly, he had no way to escape. He could only make “woo woo” sounds when trying to speak, unable to utter a single word. Meanwhile, Shen Youkun was getting closer and closer; under the moonlight, he could even see the fierce expression on Shen Youkun's face.

This time, he was genuinely nervous.

However, as soon as that state of tension emerged, his mind felt as if it had been struck by a stick, suddenly tearing apart. His spine instantly felt as if thousands of ants were gnawing at it, and that terrible, unbearable pain he had experienced before reappeared.

This time, he could no longer hold his head or roll around to alleviate the pain. There was only violent gasping and hoarse sounds from his throat.

Predictably, as soon as the pain came, that strange and bizarre scene reappeared in his right eye's vision.

The difference was that his body seemed to be covered in glowing tentacles, or perhaps transparent whiskers, stretching out in all directions, long and fluttering, emitting a faint blue light, truly beautiful.

At this moment, his vision was also difficult to turn, as his eyeballs were also suppressed. Any movement would cause friction with unknown objects in the void, which was very uncomfortable, and he feared going blind, so he dared not move rashly.

But the action of waving his hand and striking with the knife was still before his eyes. He could see many thread-like whiskers wrapped around his arm and knife, and he could imagine that other parts of his body he couldn't see must be similar.

Strangely, these whiskers could entangle him, yet his body felt no sensation of their presence whatsoever.

But he could be certain that these whiskers binding him did not possess such strong suppressive power, because he could feel and see where the true pressure was coming from.

In the bizarre scene in his right eye, that light cyan color, like the background of the image, its presence and quantity were like the common land and mountains in the real world, stably fixed. Before, he thought it was illusory and completely unfelt, but now a significant portion of it was rapidly gathering and condensing onto those whiskers under the calling of the faint blue light emitted by the whiskers.

After changing its form, it seemed to have intervened in the real world, enveloping Shi Chun like a physical object, and his entire magical power was also suppressed by this physical object.

The whiskers spreading out in all directions continued to serpentine and lengthen, also attracting more light cyan matter to condense onto them.

Those whiskers and the condensed light cyan matter even passed through the bodies of Qi Ziru and others, yet had no effect on them. Qi Ziru and the others seemed like people and objects from an illusion, making Shi Chun somewhat unable to distinguish between what was illusory and what was real, unsure how to define it.

As the power within the talisman was completely released, the countless fluttering whiskers also stopped growing, and the condensation of the light cyan matter gradually ceased. The influence of the whiskers was clearly related to their extent of expansion.

At this moment, in a sense, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang were like giant porcupine-like balls embedded in the earth. From the ground level, they resembled being suppressed by a small mountain range filled with peaks, their heavy, solid mass rendering them utterly unable to move an inch.

If he couldn't see it, he could only struggle wildly, but now that he saw clearly that the talisman's power came from those glowing whiskers, he naturally had to find a way to counter it. Even if he couldn't break free, Shi Chun was unwilling to sit idly and wait for death.

He wanted to cast a spell to snap the thread-like whiskers on his body, but found that these whiskers were resilient; they could be stretched thin but not broken.

Perhaps it wasn't that they couldn't be broken, but because of the close-fitting suppression of that light cyan matter, the magical power could only act on the surface of his body. The space he could expand was insufficient to reach the limit of the whiskers' elasticity, thus he couldn't break them.

However, he surprisingly discovered one thing: although he couldn't feel the presence of these whiskers, magical power did have an effect on them.

If he couldn't break them by expanding, he tried to cast a spell to cut them. The result was also useless; magical power could easily cut the whiskers, but they would automatically regenerate after being cut, just like drawing a sword to cut water, somewhat demonic.

Since they regenerated after being cut, he tried to cut them and then isolate them with magical power for a longer time.

There was no choice, absolutely no choice. Any method he could think of, he had to try. A desperate illness calls for a desperate remedy; he couldn't just sit and wait for death.

However, happiness sometimes comes rather suddenly.

After about five or six counts, a hint of surprise flashed in Shi Chun's horrified eyes. A few whiskers on his knife-wielding hand slowly drifted away. After detaching, they still emitted a faint blue light, and the light cyan matter attached to them did not disperse but drifted away along with them.

After they detached, it was very clear that they were no longer related to the solid small mountain that had been suppressing them; they had drifted away from the mountain body, vividly enacting another scene of the difference between illusion and reality.

Shi Chun's series of struggles and attempts, both physical and mental, were slow in description but very fast in actuality.

To others, it was merely that he rushed forward abruptly, then was immobilized in mid-air for a moment. The returning Shen Youkun had not yet reached his destination.

That knife, wielded by Shi Chun and aimed downwards, was only half a zhang away from the Masked Giant's head.

The Masked Giant stared intently at the blade above his head. After confirming there was no further movement, he slowly retracted the hands that had flung out the two talismans. He then looked back at the calm and composed Qi Ziru in the reclining chair, awaiting his instructions on how to proceed.

Qi Ziru raised his hand, signaling the two sedan bearers blocking in front to move aside. He took the opportunity to carefully observe the two attackers.

Shi Chun was striking downwards in mid-air, while Wu Jinliang had just leaped up, with one foot about two feet off the ground, dragging his large knife. The scene of the two frozen in mid-air seemed somewhat comical.

After watching, Qi Ziru couldn't help but click his tongue in admiration, “As expected of the chief of East Nine Plains. This move of leaving and returning is truly unexpected. If I didn't have some treasures on me, I would surely have fallen into your hands. No wonder my nephew was like a plaything in your hands!”

Immediately, he mocked the masked man, “Opportunity, sometimes whether one can grasp it is one thing, and whether others are willing to give you another chance is another. The person ran away from your hands, and I was worrying about finding a needle in a haystack. I didn't expect him to deliver himself to our doorstep. How can we not entertain him well? There are some things I don't understand. Take them down and question them.”
Chapter 12: Hahahaha
There wasn't much else to ask about at this time and place, just the desire to retrieve the stolen treasure from Shi Chun.

They hadn't even seen what the treasure looked like yet; they had only heard the mine foreman mention it was an unexpected joyful find. Now that it was recovered, they were greatly pleased.

Shen Youkun, who had fled and returned, was also very excited, a kind of fierce excitement. Before he could utter the words threatening Shi Chun, he was glared back into silence by his uncle's cold, stern gaze.

Qi Ziru guessed what his nephew wanted to say. He wasn't trying to stop him from venting, but he didn't want his nephew to speak carelessly before the treasure was recovered.

The reason was simple: it wasn't yet confirmed if the treasure was on the chief. If it was hidden somewhere, and his nephew's words made the opponent feel that death was inevitable either way, what if it provoked the opponent to go all out? Wouldn't that ruin everything?

The family had entrusted him to personally manage the situation, which was also a recognition of his ability. He would not allow himself to make such a low-level mistake.

The Masked Giant, who had received the order, nodded, then turned to Shi Chun, leaping forward, reaching out to plant a restriction on Shi Chun's body to control him first, then remove the Immobilization Talisman.

Wu Jinliang, behind Shi Chun, witnessed this scene and felt waves of lamentation in his heart, knowing that he and his brother were doomed this time; they had truly fallen.

He couldn't help but complain to himself that he had repeatedly reminded them to leave earlier, but this fellow Chun refused, insisting on coming here to take risks. Now, look what happened.

Just as he was filled with sorrow, his eyes suddenly lit up again. He wondered if he was mistaken; Chun, who was fixed in front, seemed to have moved.

The Masked Giant, reaching out to Shi Chun, also thought he was hallucinating, seeing things. What the hell? He seemed to see the immobilized person move.

Before he could compose himself and look closely, the surprise in his eyes turned to horror. The immobilized person really moved, clearly turning his head to stare at him, and the blade in his hand also turned direction, his gaze even more startling.

Qi Ziru, calm and composed on the reclining chair, also thought he was mistaken. The slight smile on his face suddenly stiffened, transforming into astonishment.

Shen Youkun, whose eyes held fierce excitement, was directly stunned. His mouth hung open, his eyes widened in an instant, as if he had seen a ghost.

It wasn't their illusion; Shi Chun indeed moved. The surprise of breaking free in his eyes instantly turned into ruthlessness. The blade trembled, slicing towards the leaping Masked Giant.

The Masked Giant, terrified, found himself with nowhere to hide. He had just leaped into the air, with no leverage, and the blade was already upon him. In haste, he twisted his body to avoid the vital point.

His head was avoided, but the blade diagonally sliced through his shoulder and neck.

Without any warning of the sudden change, a head and a shoulder, along with an arm, flew off with spraying blood.

Shi Chun thrust his blade and kicked, sending a kick into the spraying, residual body that had just leaped up. He used the momentum in the air, twisted his body, and pounced towards Wu Jinliang behind him. He had to save his comrade while the opponent was off guard; otherwise, the immobilized person was a live target with no means of resistance. Not to mention thrown blades or swords, even a casually thrown stone could be fatal.

Flipping through the air, he first tore off the talisman from his chest, then reached out to grab and pull off the talisman from Wu Jinliang's chest.

In the peculiar vision of his right eye, he clearly saw that the torn talismans, like pulled-out tree roots, drew out many glowing tendrils.

This scene, in a flash, left a deep impression on him. Those glowing tendrils, which couldn't be felt and existed between illusion and reality, could be grasped by this kind of talisman as if they were solid objects.

It was not difficult to understand; after all, this kind of talisman was originally a container for those glowing tendrils.

Once the talisman was torn off, Wu Jinliang's eyes lit up, and he immediately felt free from his restraints. As he quickly landed, he casually raised his arm and gave Shi Chun a boost. He then saw Shi Chun twisting and flipping through the air, sending a kick to greet him. Wu Jinliang immediately met it with his saber. Their unspoken cooperation was incredibly synchronized.

Shi Chun pushed off Wu Jinliang's saber, and Wu Jinliang's arms propelled him forward. Shi Chun then lunged towards the two sedan bearers who were armed and on guard.

Though he could not fly, a series of actions like killing and saving were completed in one smooth motion in the air.

The Masked Giant, instantly killed, didn't even have time to let out a scream before he was decapitated amidst spraying blood.

Qi Ziru's face changed drastically. He stood up abruptly in shock, his eyes full of disbelief. He really wanted to ask how this was possible. The talismans he brought were not of low grade; their power could easily suppress even ordinary High Martial realm cultivators. How could they not suppress a cultivator of low cultivation? Logically, the power of this talisman should last for at least half an hour before dissipating on its own. Could he have encountered a substandard, inferior talisman?

A sudden rustle sounded from beside him. Shen Youkun was once again fleeing in panic. Due to his extreme haste and unstable footing, he tumbled down the hillside, rolling and crawling to escape.

He knew the power of the East Nine Plains chief, but he truly hadn't expected him to be this formidable, able to resist even an Immobilization Talisman. How could they play this game? It was too terrifying. His face had gone completely pale with fear, his only thought was to escape. He regretted ever coming back to watch the show.

While quickly glancing at his nephew's cowardly display out of the corner of his eye, Qi Ziru ignored everything else and quickly pulled two talismans from his sleeve.

In this place, such talismans were for emergencies. He couldn't give them all away. Besides giving two to the Masked Giant, he kept two for himself for urgent use. He hadn't expected them to actually be needed.

However, the incident was too sudden, and Shi Chun's series of actions were too fast. Anyone with a discerning eye could see from his clean and decisive movements that he was an experienced veteran of combat. Not only did he complete the process of killing and saving in an instant, but his counterattack also flowed seamlessly, giving his opponents no chance to compose themselves.

As a result, he didn't even have time to hand the two talismans to the two sedan bearers.

Just as he was about to, the two sedan bearers had already flashed in front of him to block, but his cultivation was crippled, and he had no magical power, thus unable to cast the talismans.

He could only adapt to the situation. For self-preservation, and to avoid becoming a burden, he quickly turned and left the reclining chair, urgently running down the hillside, while waving the talismans in his hand and shouting, “One person come!”

He meant for one to stall the opponent, and the other to come get the Immobilization Talisman.

The two sedan bearers, however, could not stop in time. They had already joined forces, shoulder to shoulder, and simultaneously swung their swords, thrusting them at the charging Shi Chun.

Shi Chun, pouncing through the air, changed his move mid-air. He held the back of his saber vertically against his brow, facing the two cold glints aimed at his face without dodging or avoiding, as if intending to collide head-on.

This action even slightly surprised the two sedan bearers who were attacking, but they both knew that things would not be that simple.

Indeed, the saber's momentum suddenly surged forward, and at the moment it reached between the two swords, it abruptly rotated like Tai Chi, disrupting the combined attack of the two swords. He then casually abandoned the saber, giving a blow with his other palm, hitting the back of the saber, pressing it all the way to the intersection of the saber and swords. His five fingers suddenly gripped the stacked three weapons, attempting to forcibly seize the weapons from the two men's hands, exhibiting fierce momentum.

The two sedan bearers, chosen by Qi Ziru to protect him, were not to be trifled with. They instantly unleashed their magic and power simultaneously, intending to jointly cut down Shi Chun.

Shi Chun, who was lunging, seemed to be lifted into the air by the two swords.

However, this process was very brief, fleeting. Shi Chun found that the two men's cultivation was not weaker than his own. Seeing that forcefully taking their weapons was not working and might endanger himself, he decisively gave up. He then delivered an overhead palm strike, a resounding smash, hitting the intersection of the three weapons, sending them flying skyward. He himself took the opportunity to collide with the two sedan bearers.

The two sedan bearers urgently put out their other hands to block, either with fists or palms simultaneously, but Shi Chun's double palms seemed to pass through like shifting light and shadow.

Amidst the chaotic palm shadows, the moment their four hands connected, Shi Chun's techniques of penetration, slicing, lifting, and smashing were executed in one fluid motion, dazzling the two men. They only felt their hands had been pushed aside, leaving their center wide open. As the two men were filled with dread, a muffled and resounding breath-gathering sound simultaneously echoed in their ears, “Demon Severing Hand!”

Clang! Clang! Two resounding shocks.

The two interlacing palms struck the chests of the two sedan bearers, causing them to lose their balance, their swords shaking wildly as they staggered backward, almost simultaneously spitting out a mouthful of blood.

They could hear the cracking sound of their own breastbones shattering. The intense pain and sudden rush of blood instantly caused chaos within them, and they realized what had happened, but it was too late for regret.

Qi Ziru, running and calling back for someone to take the talisman, not only saw the two sedan bearers suffer severe injuries but also saw two wriggling things suddenly erupt from their smooth backs, like two human faces writhing as if under endless torment trying to break free from their flesh, or like evil spirits attempting to leave the body, then instantly solidified into two bloody imprints resembling skulls.

He thought it was his illusion, but the moonlight was bright, and he saw it clearly.

Shi Chun, landing his foot lightly on the hillside, reached up and grabbed the saber descending from the sky, then launched himself out again. He brought the saber down, striking the intersection of the two swords again. Clang! The two swords, hastily raised to counter, were simultaneously struck down on the spot.

Immediately, the saber light spun like a disc, protecting a figure that twirled past between the two men.

Two human heads flew up almost simultaneously with a pop, two streams of hot blood soaring into the sky like a rain of flowers.

Shi Chun, who had passed between the two men, ignored what was behind him. While still in the air, he casually threw his saber out.

Swish! Qi Ziru, who was fleeing rapidly, stopped abruptly because a cold light descended from the sky, and a large saber stood vibrating in the ground before him, warning him.

He almost ran into the blade. He stopped and didn't run further, knowing there was no longer any need to run.

Immediately after, a figure flipped and landed beside the upright saber; it was none other than Shi Chun!

A gust of wind swept by as he arrived, blowing open Shi Chun's hanging hair. Under the moonlight, a handsome and spirited face was revealed. Qi Ziru saw it, seeing that this face was still very young, yet it exuded an undeniable determination. He wondered what he had been through.

He looked back at the two sedan bearers, who had lost their heads and were now swaying and falling down the hillside one after another, knowing that his last hope was extinguished.

Before they fell, the skin beneath the backs of the two sedan bearers seemed to be bleeding heavily, the blood quickly spreading in large red patches across their backs, rapidly merging and erasing those skull-like blood imprints. Despite this, Qi Ziru narrowed his eyes.

“Hahahaha!” Wu Jinliang, letting out a strange laugh, flashed past them like a gust of wind from their vicinity, completely ignoring the two of them, seemingly not even bothering to look. Dragging his large saber with a swish, he chased after the fleeing Shen Youkun, cackling menacingly, “You Shen fellow, last time I pulled down your pants, this time I'll flay your skin! Where do you think you're going? Your grandpa's here!”
Chapter 13: Never Been Here Before
Qi Ziru heard and saw it, saw his nephew’s frantic, desperate figure, and sighed in his heart. He knew it was basically impossible for Shen Youkun to escape the Masked Giant's clutches. With things having come to this, he couldn’t even protect himself, so he had no time to worry about his nephew.

His gaze returned to Shi Chun's face, and he nodded slightly, as if sincerely praising, “With your cultivation and theirs, you actually crippled them with just one palm strike! What a domineering palm force! No wonder Shen Youkun repeatedly said you were powerful. The two of them together couldn’t even withstand a single exchange in your hands. Truly worthy of being the chief of East Nine Plains. It was my arrogance and poor judgment, I deserve this outcome, no injustice!”

This was the first time Shi Chun had examined him so closely. His gaze fixed on the two talismans and the tightly clutched small black cloth pouch in Qi Ziru’s hand. Hearing Qi Ziru’s words, he then stared at his face, “Who are you?”

Qi Ziru calmly replied, “Does it still matter?”

Shi Chun raised an eyebrow slightly in dissatisfaction at this answer, “It seems you’re new here. This place isn’t somewhere just anyone can get into, regardless of the crime. I heard Shen Youkun got in because of something called the ‘Hundred Children Banquet.’ What about you? What did you do to get in here?”

The so-called “Hundred Children Banquet” was not a good thing, and it was something Shen Youkun himself confessed when he was under house arrest.

Perhaps having eaten too many good things, he wanted something special, so that fellow Shen Youkun developed a taste for “brain tofu.” Later, to pursue tenderness, he simply began targeting children. When hosting banquets for a bunch of his cronies, he actually arranged a hundred pairs of child boys and girls for the feast, which was then exposed, leading to him being sent here.

Shen Youkun had quite a few complaints about this. What was wrong with eating something from his own territory? Didn't he have the final say over things in his own territory? And it wasn't like he was the only one doing it. He had no complaints about being punished, but he resented the person who exposed it and caused the scandal to spread.

Qi Ziru still said, “Does it still matter?”

Seeing the other party respond so perfunctorily, Shi Chun’s tone sank, “Do you think I don’t dare to kill you?”

Qi Ziru calmly countered, “Didn’t you come back just to kill me?”

These words left Shi Chun somewhat speechless. Indeed, he had come back to silence them.

Soon, Shen Youkun’s “ahh ahh” wails could be heard, and he arrived, dragged back by Wu Jinliang, who was gripping his hair.

Under the bright moonlight, Wu Jinliang, dragging a sabre with one hand and a person with the other, ran swiftly, not treating the person as a human. Before long, he flung Shen Youkun in front of Shi Chun, who tumbled at Shi Chun’s feet.

Shen Youkun immediately got up when he looked up and met Shi Chun’s downward gaze. He knelt down, pressing his forehead to the ground, trembling, truly scared to the point of shivering.

Qi Ziru, beside him, couldn’t bear to watch. He closed his eyes regretfully, regretting that he shouldn’t have gotten involved in the affairs of the Land of Exile for his nephew; it wasn't worth it.

Wu Jinliang stepped forward, placing a foot on Shen Youkun’s back, and chuckled, lecturing, “Shen, you really don’t learn from a beating, do you? Haven’t we told you, if you provoke us again, we won’t let you off?”

Shen Youkun, still prostrate on the ground, immediately muffled a protest, “I didn’t provoke you, you came here yourselves.”

“Uh...” Wu Jinliang, leaning on his sabre and stepping on Shen Youkun, couldn't help but scratch his head. He gave Shi Chun a dry laugh, “Chun, it really seems like we initiated it this time. Oh, wait...” He suddenly lifted his foot and stomped twice on Shen Youkun’s back, pinning him down, “You clearly enticed us with a pile of supplies first! And you still dare to say you didn’t provoke us? You’re clearly treating our words like farts, daring to secretly send us things, clearly not putting us in your eyes, and still daring to argue...”

Shi Chun raised a hand to wave him off, indicating he should stop and step aside. Only then did Wu Jinliang cease.

Shi Chun wasted no time and asked directly, “Who will tell me why you are digging up that skeleton underground?”

Shen Youkun, who had been whimpering, immediately fell silent, quietly tilting his head and stealing a glance at his uncle.

Qi Ziru also shot him a disdainful look and said coolly, “Shen Youkun, they risked coming back to silence us. We’re going to die whether we speak or not, understand?”

He was warning Shen Youkun to keep quiet.

Shen Youkun trembled, understanding.

“You dog!” Wu Jinliang was displeased, glaring fiercely at Qi Ziru, “Chun, I’ll take one and we’ll interrogate separately. They’ll talk.”

Shi Chun, however, stared at Shen Youkun on the ground and asked a rhetorical question, “So, you also know the truth.”

As these words were uttered, Qi Ziru’s brow twitched. He suddenly realized something, and as he expected, the chief abruptly drew the sabre from the ground. A cold flash streaked past his eyes with a whoosh, and his vision spun into the air.

Thud, a head fell in front of Shen Youkun. He suddenly widened his eyes; nephew and uncle facing each other in such a manner was something he had never imagined. Immediately after, hot blood splattered onto his face.

“Ah!” Shen Youkun suddenly let out a woman-like shriek, then flipped over backward, sitting on the ground, kicking his legs as he crawled away, watching his uncle’s twitching, fallen body with his own eyes.

Still in shock, the blood-stained blade was pressed before his eyes. Shi Chun knew him better and had more confidence in him, threatening, “Speak or not?”

Shen Youkun’s Adam’s apple bobbed repeatedly. He swallowed hard and said with a tremble, “You’ll kill me to silence me even if I speak.”

Shi Chun held the blade over his head, “You can tempt me with a large amount of supplies. Presumably, your family already knows of my existence. I truly don’t want to be troubled by your family after I leave. My worries, Brother Shen, you’re not foolish, you must understand.”

Hearing this, a flicker of hope appeared in Shen Youkun's eyes.

Shi Chun continued, “I don’t want to stay here my whole life, and besides, it’s not safe here. Your family’s reach has already extended in. I hope Brother Shen can mediate well for us. As long as Brother Shen cooperates, won’t it be better for everyone to have a way out? My meaning should be clear. If Brother Shen doesn’t believe me, then I can’t do anything. Brother Shen might as well take a gamble.”

These reasonable words made even Wu Jinliang nod secretly, and his gaze towards Shen Youkun softened considerably, showing a bit of hope.

In the end, Shen Youkun decided to take a gamble.

Regardless of his uncle's warnings and reminders, and regardless of whether his family would spare him after he spoke, he decided to first secure the immediate chance to live. His reasoning was not without merit: if there was no present, what was the point of talking about the future?

So he confessed his relationship with Qi Ziru and the purpose of the excavation, answering every question and spilling everything he knew.

The result surprised Shi Chun greatly. These nephew and uncle duo actually didn’t know what that purplish-glowing Nebula was, and this was the mystery he urgently wanted to solve.

However, this also explained why, despite digging up such important items, neither the nephew nor the uncle was present at the site to oversee it. It was indeed possible that they didn’t know.

“Chaos, chaos...” This answer also made Shi Chun mutter repeatedly.

He thought of the strange scene he had seen in his right eye. He could see it just now, but it had disappeared. He wanted to see it again, but no matter how hard he thought or how he cast spells, it was useless. He couldn’t trigger that illusion-like bizarre scene again.

Shen Youkun, who had already stood up and answered, looked at him eagerly, waiting for reassuring words.

Shi Chun, returning to his senses, met his gaze. He felt a little regretful. He wondered if this fellow was hiding something, not knowing who the excavated Dragon Bone was to be handed over to, or even where or with whom to connect. Qi Ziru hadn't told him the truly important things. Otherwise, he might have tried to dig a bit more to see if he could gain more means of self-preservation.

In Shen Youkun’s expectant gaze, Shi Chun slowly gave his reply, “From now on, our grievances are cleared!”

Shen Youkun was first stunned, then turned pale with fright, his entire body in a panic, waving his hands repeatedly, but not fast enough to outrun Shi Chun’s speed in drawing the sabre from the ground.

Swish! A cold light flashed, and hot blood soared. Another head rolled, its wide-open eyes filled with disbelief.

Shi Chun shook the blood off his sabre and slipped it into the scabbard on his back.

Staring at the rolling head on the ground, Wu Jinliang was startled, “Aren’t you keeping him to deal with the Qi family?”

Shi Chun: “You’re overthinking. According to what he said, the Qi family could cripple his uncle as easily as they did, let alone him. Our grievances with him are just personal matters in the eyes of the powerful figures who control the Qi family, and they might not take them too seriously. But if it gets linked to the affairs of this place, the Qi family will absolutely leave us no way out.”

“Sigh.” Wu Jinliang scratched his head. Never mind, the person’s dead, so whatever you say makes sense. He turned and excitedly rushed towards Qi Ziru, reaching out to pick up the black cloth pouch and the two talismans tightly clutched in Qi Ziru’s hand.

Shi Chun’s gaze swept over, and he urgently cried out, “Don’t move!”

Wu Jinliang, who was bent over with his hand extended, froze and looked up in surprise, “What do you mean? Shen Youkun said that this ‘Universe Bag’ isn’t an ordinary magic treasure even in the outside world. How can we miss such a valuable treasure? Taking it out would be enough to exchange for a life free of worries about food and drink.”

“Don’t touch it!” Shi Chun warned again, then walked towards the body he had killed on the hillside, “No matter how good it is, we can’t touch it. We can’t take a single thing from their bodies. If we want to live, we have to endure. Remember, we have never been here before, and everything that happened here has nothing to do with us!”

Wu Jinliang, whose hands itched with desire but wasn’t foolish, understood. Forcibly retracting his hand, he then flashed to follow Shi Chun. Seeing Shi Chun pull back the Masked Giant’s face covering, he exclaimed in surprise, “It’s him? Isn’t this Tian Zhan, the chief of Youle Stream? Have you forgotten? You’ve met before and were even courteous to each other.”

Shi Chun frowned slightly but said nothing. He then found the heads of the other two sedan bearers, uncovered their true faces to look, and only stopped when he realized he didn’t recognize them. He looked around, took a deep breath, said, “We cannot stay here long,” and then flashed away.

Wu Jinliang, looking around, hoisted his great sabre and quickly chased after him. The two quickly disappeared into the night.

Not long after the two left, a figure flew leisurely in the sky.

It was a very strange middle-aged man. Late at night, with no rain, he was flying with a large black umbrella.

His figure was tall, his shoulder-length dark hair flowed in the wind, and his face was handsome with a slight stubble, exuding a mature and attractive masculine charm. Dressed in black robes with golden patterns, covered by a loose violet gauze robe, he was elegant and unrestrained, exuding an air of isolated supremacy.

Suddenly, he hovered in mid-air, stopping his flight. His searching gaze, which had been scanning the area below, fixed on a valley. The extensive signs of trench-filling and earth-moving below were very obvious, definitely not naturally formed; it was precisely where Shen Youkun had organized his men for large-scale excavation.

He had come due to the collapse in this area. The collapse did not seem like something normal cultivators in the Land of Exile could cause, so he hurried to this area to investigate.

His gaze suddenly shifted, catching the moonlight reflecting off scattered weapons outside the valley, which drew his attention.

The next moment, the person vanished into thin air, reappearing instantly beside the scattered weapons, slowly pacing with his umbrella open.
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The wind howled, and the paper stuck in the cracks of the ground stones made strange flapping sounds. The man holding an umbrella tilted his head to look, and the paper flew out, reaching the man and flipping over for him to admire.

It was a talisman paper for a third-grade Immobilization Talisman; the broken spell mark on it showed it had already been used.

After he looked, the talisman paper flew back by itself, re-embedding itself in the stone crack.

The man with the umbrella continued to walk, stopping and checking, passing by corpses and weapons, finally halting in front of Qi Ziru.

The talismans and black cloth bag clutched in the corpse's hand also automatically flew free, and after a brief flip in front of the man, the mouth of the black cloth bag suddenly loosened. Enlarged skeletal frames flew out from inside, swirling in the sky above the wilderness, repeatedly piecing together to form a bone dragon tens of zhang long.

The bone dragon seemed to have come alive, shaking its head and wagging its tail in the air before its ferocious snake-head flew towards the man holding an umbrella on the ground. It stopped in front of him when it got close, allowing him to observe.

The man showed a look of confusion. After quite some time, the bone dragon moved again, plunging headfirst into the small black cloth bag, shrinking rapidly and disappearing within moments, all sliding into the bag.

The man reached for the bag. Just as his fingertips were about to touch it, he paused, his eyes flickering slightly, and withdrew his hand, giving up the idea of taking it.

Immediately, the bag's mouth tightened, and the bag, along with the talismans, automatically tucked back into Qi Ziru's hand.

And the figure of the man with the umbrella suddenly vanished into thin air, only to reappear at the entrance of the mine tunnel in the valley in a flash.

Standing at the entrance, he could see that the mine tunnel had already collapsed, making further entry unnecessary. He raised his hand and made a grabbing motion towards the entrance; ripples in the void spread into the tunnel, permeating the cracks in the collapsed stones.

A moment later, he flicked his sleeve, withdrew his hand, and no longer lingered. Like a phantom, he ascended into the sky, instantly fading into the distant horizon, leaving only the clear moonlight...

The Land of Exile is home to twelve cities, and the city closest to East Nine Plains is called Zhixu City.

The twelve cities vary in style. Zhixu City under the night sky was not large, even appearing somewhat rudimentary, truly befitting the atmosphere of the Land of Exile. Only the central palace building within the city boasted beautiful carved beams and painted pillars, exuding remarkable grandeur.

Guards with halberds and spears stood on the city wall, and the characters “Zhixu” on the city gate were awe-inspiringly solemn.

Late at night, the city gate remained wide open, and people still came and went inside and outside the city under the moonlight. Some came and went empty-handed, while others carried heavy burdens; most came to accumulate “Merit” or for survival supplies.

There was only one shop in the city, or rather, the entire Land of Exile's twelve cities had only one shop, the only one allowed to do business in the Land of Exile, named Far-Gazing Tower.

Within the city, besides a designated area for Far-Gazing Tower's operations, other areas were not open to the public. Therefore, the gathering and dispersal of people entering the city primarily occurred within the Far-Gazing Tower area, unless one had accumulated enough “Merit” to leave the Land of Exile, in which case they could use this opportunity to enter other areas.

Outsiders wishing to enter the Land of Exile also had to pass through these cities, and the entry requirements were very strict.

At this time, an outside guest was temporarily staying in a side room within a non-public area of the city.

Inside, pearl light illuminated the room brightly. The furnishings were simple yet elegant. The occupant was a rather attractive woman, whose air of aloofness seemed to emanate from her bones. Dressed in brocade robes, with jingling ornaments, she slowly paced back and forth in the small space, appearing to be deep in thought.

The woman had come to visit prisoners; her younger brother and son.

Her brother and son were none other than Qi Ziru and Shen Youkun. Her name was Qi Yueru.

Under normal circumstances, prison visits were not allowed here, but some individuals could obtain abnormal permission.

Even for a prison visit, outsiders were not allowed to stay long. Her timing for the visit, arriving precisely when the Dragon Bone in the mine tunnel was about to be excavated, could be considered subtly controlled.

Suddenly, footsteps sounded from outside, making her pause and listen. Soon, a knock on the door came.

Qi Yueru immediately responded, “Please come in.”

The door opened, and a burly man with a brocade belt around his waist walked in. His face was grave; he stared at the woman, then looked back outside the door, clearly being extra cautious.

The pattern on his waist belt held meaning, representing his rank in the Heavenly Court's hierarchy.

Qi Yueru immediately smiled and curtsied, “City Lord, you honor us with your presence. Have my son and the others sent word?”

Visiting prisoners here did not allow one to freely go outside the city to search. Not only were restricted areas strictly enforced, but casual contact with others was also forbidden. One could only wait for the prisoners to be brought to them.

The burly man was precisely Ba Yingshan, the City Lord of Zhixu City. He lowered his voice, asking in a questioning tone, “Tell me honestly, what exactly is your Qi family doing in the Land of Exile?”

Qi Yueru lightly laughed and shook her head, “That question is a bit much, don't you think?”

Ba Yingshan took a deep breath, with a hint of suppressed anger, and changed his line of questioning, “Did you cause some trouble in East Nine Plains?”

Qi Yueru responded with a faint smile, “You're not a three-year-old child; you should know what not to ask. Knowing too much won't do you any good.”

Ba Yingshan was clearly agitated, even grabbing her wrist and pulling her up forcefully, angrily lowering his voice, “You just need to tell me if you caused trouble in East Nine Plains, otherwise, if something happens later, you won't be able to escape either!”

Qi Yueru, feeling some pain and wanting to pull her hand away, stiffened. She heard a different meaning and immediately said gravely, “What happened?”

Ba Yingshan didn't conceal anything. “The Prison Inspector has arrived. He said something happened in East Nine Plains, and many people died. He specifically pointed out the location in the gully area south of East Nine Plains and ordered me to personally lead people to the scene for inspection. In this hellish place, killings happen all the time, and no one cares. When did it become serious enough to alarm the Prison Inspector to personally speak? Tell me clearly what happened quickly; if it's too late, no one can cover for you.”

Upon hearing the location of the incident pointed out by the other party, Qi Yueru was already terrified, and she urgently asked, “How would the Prison Inspector pay attention to such a remote, uninhabited corner?”

Ba Yingshan was so angry he laughed instead, “You ask me? I should be asking you. What on earth happened to attract the Prison Inspector's attention? Hurry up and explain clearly; I'm about to leave, there's no time to delay.”

Qi Yueru shook off his grasp and said in a low voice, “Don't ask about it. As I said before, don't ask what you shouldn't. I need to go to the incident site immediately. You must arrange for me to leave.”

Ba Yingshan was shocked, “Are you crazy? What kind of place is this? Outsiders are not allowed to leave the city without permission, otherwise, it's a violation of heavenly laws. If you want to die, don't drag me down!”

Qi Yueru became irritable, “I don't care, you must send me out. This is your territory, I know you must have a way.”

She had already realized that something might have happened to her son and brother, otherwise, how would the Prison Inspector know about the secret operation? Thinking that her son might be in trouble, her heart was seized with worry, not to mention her own brother. Plus, with the responsibility she carried for this trip, she couldn't resist going to confirm.

Ba Yingshan was both anxious and annoyed, truly wishing he could strangle this bitch. He looked outside the door, not daring to speak loudly, and gritted his teeth, fiercely reminding her, “Do you know who is in the city? Do you know who the Prison Inspector usually follows? That ‘Jailer’ is in the palace building right now. Trying to pull strings right under his nose, I don't have that much guts!”

Hearing the two words “Jailer,” Qi Yueru's face also changed dramatically, her alarm evident.

The term “Jailer” sounds a bit humble, but it's actually just a nickname. In reality, he is the highest authority in this Land of Exile.

Perhaps in the eyes of local natives like Shi Chun, the Land of Exile is indeed nothing special, a completely insignificant place. However, in the eyes of cultivators, it is an extremely terrifying place.

If one were to use a different concept, they might understand the terrifying authority of this place.

The official name of the Land of Exile is “Living Prison,” and another great prison corresponding to it is called “Death Prison,” which is what people commonly know as hell or the underworld! Hell is widely known because it has universal applicability, while the Living Prison is only for cultivators.

The Death Prison is for the dead, and the Living Prison is for the living.

The saying “living is worse than death” can also vividly describe the fate of being thrown into the Living Prison. Not everyone can have it as easy as Shen Youkun; that is, after all, a tiny minority.

Qi Yueru had never seen what the “Jailer” looked like. She heard that after being banished to this place, he often carried an umbrella, regardless of wind or rain, always using it whenever he went out.

It is rumored that when someone asked him why, his reply was: “I will not allow Heaven to look down on me; if you wish to see me, come face to face!”

One might ask, how could a legendary figure like that be resisted by Qi Yueru? Yet, ultimately, burdened by heavy responsibility and fiercely loving her son, she had to set aside her fear and bravely say, “City Lord Ba, you must help, whether you want to or not. This isn't just helping me; it's helping yourself. I'm going to the scene to deal with the aftermath. If there's anything amiss at the scene, and it gets traced back, you won't be able to escape either. Once I've handled everything, it will be simple for you to go. What do you say?”

“You...” The infuriated Ba Yingshan pointed at her nose. Her words were tantamount to admitting that the matter was indeed related to her side.

But what could be done? He eventually flicked his sleeve and left.

Soon, having shed all feminine attire and donned a black robe with a headscarf, Qi Yueru successfully left the city.

After moving far from the city and avoiding all watchful eyes, she dared to fly directly into the sky.

Zhixu City was, after all, very close to East Nine Plains. She didn't take much time to reach the incident site. She didn't dare approach directly but instead circled around, secretly investigating.

Before she even found the mine tunnel entrance, she collapsed on the ground, covering her face and wailing.

During her circling investigation, she first discovered corpses, and then, among a few of them, found her son's and brother's. Both their heads had been severed. She couldn't accept this reality, and dared not cry loudly, covering her mouth. She was truly heartbroken.

Eventually, she faced reality and dared not stay long. Ba Yingshan had given her limited time; he would soon arrive with his men.

After calming down, she noticed the Universe Bag clutched in her brother's hand. She immediately snatched it to examine it, and after looking, she couldn't help but sob mournfully again, realizing that the target item had been obtained. She discovered that her brother and son had been killed after completing their mission. Why would this happen? They had already succeeded!

She wiped her tears repeatedly, but they wouldn't stop. The situation was unclear, and she didn't dare collect the bodies of her two closest relatives. She put away the Universe Bag, turned, and left.

A cold wind blew in her face, and she abruptly stopped, her grief instantly vanishing. She slowly lowered her head to look at the Universe Bag in her hand, realizing a problem: the people were dead, so why was this treasure still here? How would the Prison Inspector know something had happened here?

At this thought, she almost broke out in a cold sweat. Someone was probably waiting at the exit of the Land of Exile for this item to leave. If she dared to leave with this item, she might never be able to leave at all.
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She instinctively observed her surroundings with caution. Based on her previous investigation, there were no signs of ambush, which made it even more peculiar. She looked at the Universe Bag in her hand again, realizing even more that someone might not only be waiting for someone to bring this item out, but also waiting to see who would “overlook” it during a release inspection, allowing it to be taken out.

The more she thought about it, the colder her back felt. If Ba Yingshan hadn't told her the inside story, she would have definitely taken this item with her.

At this moment, it was naturally like holding a hot potato. She immediately turned around and stuffed the Universe Bag back into her brother's cold hand, looked around again, and then quickly left.

It didn't take long before Ba Yingshan arrived with dozens of people, roaring their way to the scene of the incident. They investigated the site, and needless to say, the focus was on excavating the collapsed mine tunnel.

Ba Yingshan didn't return to Zhixu City to report until dawn, taking only a portion of the people with him.

Afterward, in an open space in the inner city, a group of people assembled the Dragon Bones taken from the Universe Bag on the spot. Instructions from above stated that this set of Dragon Bones should be arranged and fixed in a coiled dragon shape, and would henceforth be placed there as a landmark decoration for Zhixu City.

By the side of the venue, on the tallest pavilion, the man cloaked in a violet gauze robe stood with his hands behind his back behind a window, his gaze calm as he stared at the skeletal dragon being set up on the ground below.

Beside him was a robust, well-built man with large ears, dressed in a green robe, whose eyes held the might of a tiger, revealing sharp gleams as they opened and closed. This was none other than the Prison Inspector of the Land of Exile, Du Huoguan.

Du Huoguan’s respectful accompaniment was evident, simply because that man was the legendary master of the Living Prison, whose name was only a single character 'Nie', and who was known as the “Jailer”.

The two men stared at the assembly of the skeletal dragon without a word.

Ba Yingshan brought a few people to the guest courtyard wing and knocked on the door.

The door opened, and Qi Yueru appeared, looking as if nothing had happened, even with a smile on her face, “City Lord Ba, have my brother and the others been found?”

Ba Yingshan praised her silently in his heart, then nodded slightly with a solemn expression, extending his hand in an inviting gesture, “Madam Shen, please follow me.”

Qi Yueru smiled and agreed, following the group away.

After a winding journey, they arrived outside a house. As they were about to enter, Ba Yingshan stepped aside at the door to make way, and said gravely once more, “Madam Shen, please accept my condolences.”

Upon hearing this, Qi Yueru's face immediately changed drastically. She rushed into the room, and soon, her heart-wrenching wails echoed from within.

Those who entered sequentially, seeing Qi Yueru embracing her son's corpse, heartbroken, all sighed with pity. Coming to visit a prisoner was originally a good thing, but who knew it would turn into a funeral? Indeed, the world is unpredictable!

After waiting for a while, Ba Yingshan finally said to the people behind him, “Separation by life and death is human nature. All of you may withdraw, let her vent her emotions first.”

Everyone acknowledged and left.

With no outsiders present, Ba Yingshan walked to Qi Yueru's side, this time genuinely offering comfort, “My condolences.”

Although her son and brother had died, he felt much lighter in spirit. Regardless of how she had dealt with things last night, it certainly hadn't caused him any trouble. Not only did she leave the bodies of her son and brother, but also the Universe Bag and the Dragon Bones were left at the scene. He broke out in a cold sweat when he realized what he was seeing at the scene, and felt that this woman was still sensible.

Overcome with grief, Qi Yueru choked out a question, “Have you found anything? Any clues about the killer?”

Ba Yingshan glanced at the row of corpses, “Excluding those poisoned and buried in the mine tunnel, which are still being cleared, only your brother and these five individuals were decapitated. It's not easy to find the killer based solely on this. However, after careful examination of the wounds, we have a rough conclusion: all five of their heads were likely cut off with a knife, and overall, it could have been done by the same bladesman. Traces at the scene also indicate that not many people were involved in the fight.”

“A knife?” Qi Yueru, who was slumped over her son's body, suddenly looked up, as if remembering something, “Cut by a knife? I remember now, my son seemed to have an enemy in East Nine Plains, and he used a knife.”

Ba Yingshan said somewhat helplessly, “I know who you're talking about. Not long after you brought in so many supplies, the people of East Nine Plains just happened to get a batch of supplies. The grudge between your son and that local strongman, I took careful note of it when you came to me.

To be honest, it shouldn't have been that local strongman. From the scene investigation, your brother and his group used at least two rank-three Immobilization Talismans but failed to immobilize the opponent. This is not something that the meager cultivation of that local strongman in East Nine Plains could achieve.

As for the people who died in the mine, don't tell me you don't know what happened. Most of the people from East Nine Plains are gone. Given your brother's formation, tell me, how much 'medicine' would that local strongman have to take to go and kill your brother's group? Those crazy-poor guys, would they kill people and leave treasures behind without taking them? Do you think that's possible?”

What he said made sense, and Qi Yueru also fell into thought, then with tear-filled eyes, she said, “Help me investigate where they were when the incident occurred.”

Ba Yingshan instinctively wanted to refuse, but facing her tear-stained face and reddened eyes, he knew this woman was emotionally unstable, and didn't know what she might do if provoked. He could only nod silently in agreement, thinking he would just go through the motions.

However, in reality, the results came surprisingly smoothly. The people he secretly arranged to send brought back reliable news that very afternoon.

He hadn't expected Shen Youkun to have informants planted near the target's old lair. His dispatched people just happened to discover them, and after apprehending and questioning them, they confessed everything. They could confirm that the only two remaining local strongmen in East Nine Plains had not left their lair when the incident occurred. They were reportedly staying in their lair to cultivate.

Logically, with witnesses, Qi Yueru should have been reassured. However, she had new doubts. If they had accumulated enough Merit, why didn't they leave the Land of Exile? With only two people left, why were they still hiding and cultivating in that godforsaken place? Wasn't that suspicious?

Ba Yingshan almost burst out laughing after hearing this, but remembering that she had just lost two close relatives, he managed to hold back and explained seriously, “It might be suspicious for others, but for that kid, it's normal. You probably don't know, but that kid wants to climb the social ladder and has fallen for Lan Qiaoyan’s daughter. This matter is quite a joke in the city.

Lan Qiaoyan's daughter comes to this city every three months to audit accounts. That kid basically rushes over to see her every time. Before leaving, he probably wants to see her one more time. The sixth day of the lunar month, Lan Qiaoyan's daughter usually comes on the sixth. Calculating the time, it's just the day after tomorrow. That kid should enter the city the day after tomorrow.”

Despite the reasonable explanation, the doubt in Qi Yueru's eyes did not completely fade.

For her, several conditions were obvious: East Nine Plains, an enemy of her son's, and someone who used a knife. It seemed there was no one who matched better than that local strongman.

Her own son and brother had died. Faced with a possible lead, it would be strange if she let it go easily.

She had already made up her mind: whether it was him or not, she would rather kill the wrong person than let anyone go! Especially since it was her son's enemy from when he was alive.

So, she asked Ba Yingshan to continue watching to prevent anyone from escaping. Before killing that local strongman, she would definitely interrogate him first. If it was confirmed that he didn't do it, she would have to find a way to dig out the real killer!

Ba Yingshan was annoyed. In terms of identity, status, and strength, he was above Qi Yueru, and it wasn't her place to order him around.

But there was nothing he could do. He didn't know where the deceased Qi Ziru had gotten hold of the leverage he had used to provide convenience to other prisoners in the past. With this blackmail, what could he do? It led to him having to help.

With leverage in her hands, he dared not turn hostile, so he could only perfunctorily agree to Qi Yueru.

And because her son and brother were killed, the family visit turned into a funeral, giving Qi Yueru a reason to temporarily stay in the city.

She had already planned that if that local strongman left the Land of Exile on the sixth day of the lunar month, she would also leave on the sixth, together. As soon as they were out, she would apprehend him directly, giving him not even a sliver of a chance to escape!

On the sixth day of the lunar month, an auspicious day.

For some people's usual routine, it was indeed an auspicious day.

The stone mountain, towering like pillars, hewn by knives and axes, was the lair of the group entrenched in East Nine Plains.

The reason for choosing such a terrain for their lair was for safety. They could see far, easily spot strangers approaching, and it was difficult for outsiders to climb and hide.

Inside a cave on the mountain at this time, cooking smoke rose early in the morning.

Inside the cave, a large stone mortar, acting as a water tank, was set up, with a fire burning beneath it, heating a large tank of hot water. A naked person was soaking in the hot water, splayed out, head resting, looking like he was enjoying himself with closed eyes. It was Shi Chun.

Wu Jinliang held his face, a small knife in his hand, and was shaving his beard. As he shaved, he grumbled, “What a waste, a whole tank of water just ruined like this. This is really too much.”

Water was very precious to the people here. Usually, it had to be fetched from very deep underground, and a round trip was not easy. In the past, stored water like this in tanks would not be used indiscriminately. Occasionally wiping oneself clean was acceptable, but using it for a full bath was almost impossible.

Then again, this time it really was 'too much'. After getting clean, they wouldn't be staying here anymore; they were truly leaving the Land of Exile.

So, even though he complained verbally, his face and heart were filled with joy.

Shi Chun muttered, “Shave it cleaner...”

“What's the point of being cleaner, or shaved cleaner? Alas, Chun, you, sometimes you look indifferent, but in reality, you're a person with drive and ambition. Some things were hard to say before, for fear of hurting you, but now that we're leaving, I'm not afraid to give you a reminder.

Chun, the status gap is really too big. We are like ants; there's no possibility of comparing ourselves to them. If Miss Miao is polite to you, it's because of her good upbringing. Don't think too much about anything else. She doesn't look down on you, nor is it possible for her to look favorably on people like us. Don't think that just because you're leaving, you can speak without restraint. When you see her later, be careful with your words. Pushing too hard will only make yourself embarrassed.”

Wu Jinliang was genuinely afraid that this fellow would do something impulsive when he was about to leave.

Shi Chun opened one eye, glanced at him faintly, and asked, “That's it? Do you think I haven't heard words like these before? This can hurt me?”

Wu Jinliang stopped his work, slightly anxious, “No, I mean, Chun, you're usually so shrewd. Her politeness to you already implies a desire for you to be self-respecting. Don't you really see that at all? Besides, she made it clear long ago that you two aren't suitable. Is it worth being so persistent?”

Shi Chun casually splashed some water to wipe his neck, and calmly said, “Do you think I want to be so shameless and be ridiculed? There's no other way. Who told us to offend Shen Youkun back then? That dog is dead set on settling scores, especially with his current arrangement. It's very likely he has people waiting at the entrance outside to block us.

I've observed that after Miss Miao finishes auditing accounts each time, a batch of collected goods is sent out. As long as we can get the delivery team to give us a ride, Shen Youkun's people, no matter how bold, wouldn't dare to touch the Far-Gazing Tower's delivery team. Being ridiculed for a few years, it's all just for a chance to speak up when we leave today.”
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Since his good brother had brought the conversation to this point, and they were leaving anyway, the leader revealed the truth.

“...” Wu Jinliang was stunned on the spot.

After finally recovering, he realized it made sense. There were many people who wanted to leave the Land of Exile. If some bumpkin randomly found Far-Gazing Tower and asked for a ride, it would be strange if Far-Gazing Tower agreed. Not only would they not agree, they probably wouldn't even bother to acknowledge you.

Understanding this, he couldn't help but laugh. He originally had the same concerns about Shen Youkun's background, but he hadn't expected that fellow Chun to have already prepared a countermeasure. However, this countermeasure was indeed a bit amusing.

Remembering Chun’s past pursuit of Miss Miao, he found it even funnier and said, overjoyed, “Why didn't you say so earlier? I really thought you were smitten with Miss Miao.”

“I really was smitten. Miss Miao is beautiful and kind, isn't it normal to be smitten with her? The crucial thing is that my infatuation is useless. No matter how good she is, as you said, she has breeding. She wouldn't look kindly upon bumpkins like us, and we wouldn't get used to being together. Why trouble such a good person as Miss Miao?” Shi Chun murmured self-deprecatingly, then slapped Wu Jinliang’s face with his wet hand. “Our lives are cheap; surviving is what matters. Don't think too much.”

With that, he closed his eyes again. While his mouth spoke of Miss Miao, another woman’s figure appeared in his mind. That touch of grace was forever etched in his memory.

That was an encounter from his youth. When that woman first appeared in East Nine Plains, he hid in a corner, secretly watching, just as he would when danger approached. As he peeked, he only felt that a young and beautiful woman had arrived, feeling very comfortable and possessing an indescribable charm.

When that woman held his hand, which was gripping a branch, and half-embraced him, teaching him hand-over-hand to write the first character '师' on the ground, feeling her body temperature and smelling her fragrance, it brought him a thrill that became an eternal moment.

As the two sat on the cliff, dangling their feet and watching the sunset, he felt melancholic. There was a fight he had to participate in tomorrow, and he worried he wouldn't live to adulthood, like most local natives, anxious about a future full of hardship and an unknown fate. It was that woman who taught him a truth: I am my own destiny; destiny cannot lord over me.

In the sunset, her long hair fluttering and her faint smile were truly beautiful; the youth stole glances at her from time to time.

When the great sandstorm came, others would find shelter, but that woman, like a madwoman, would laugh and rush into it, dancing freely in the sand, even if she was destined to end up disheveled, her skirt still flew.

Sometimes she was like a wanderer, tapping on stones to sing, or pulling a blade of grass to tuck behind her ear, asking everyone, full of charm, if she looked good.

She loved bathing, and when he was on lookout, she would call from inside the cave, asking if he wanted to peek.

Even though her cultivation was crippled, she lived so freely and captivatingly. That candid and exceptional temperament, that wisdom unburdened by adversity—he knew then that she was certainly not an ordinary person.

After that, he met many women, of all kinds, including that very good Miss Miao, but he never saw anyone as captivating as her again.

She bathed in glory yet did not consider sanctity noble; she could bend down to the earth, lie on her side in the sand, prop her head up, and playfully wink at you.

She captivated his youth and gave him direction in pursuing beauty.

Then one day, that woman left as suddenly as she came. No one had the right to keep her. She arrived quietly and departed with a wave of her sleeve. Until she left, no one knew her true name. Then, the boy’s name acquired the surname 'Shi', from the character for 'teacher'.

Then the youth with the surname Shi no longer feared destiny, bravely forging ahead, gradually becoming the chief of East Nine Plains, but that was not his endpoint.

He hoped that one day, when he knew who that woman was, he would have the strength and the right to stand before her and honestly tell her how much that boy had adored her, and that it had not changed to this day.

He didn't want to meet her again and, due to his own impropriety, be unable or unnecessary to express his admiration.

He believed that such a woman would not be an unknown nobody. There was no need to search too deliberately; as long as he gained true strength, he would naturally have the chance to meet her.

The water vat he was currently soaking in was the one that woman had once used for bathing.

Some people, even if unseen, are like the wind, capable of stirring one's emotions at any moment.

Thinking of that figure in his mind, he seemed to be enjoying his bath with his eyes closed, when he suddenly uttered a sentence, perhaps to himself, or perhaps to Wu Jinliang, in an exceptionally certain and resolute tone, “We must get out!”

Wu Jinliang: “Of course, the colorful world outside is waiting for us.”

Shi Chun suddenly opened his eyes and stared at him. “I say, why do you keep rummaging through my hair? What are your intentions? Confess truthfully?”

Indeed, Wu Jinliang always used the excuse of helping him shave to feel his hair. Seeing that he had been exposed, he no longer concealed it and straightforwardly asked, “Where did you hide that purplish-glowing Nebula? It’s not on your body, nor hidden in your hair. Your butt?”

Shi Chun rolled his eyes at him. “I knew why you were so eager to help me bathe. Honestly, if you knew where it was hidden, would you betray me if you were caught and interrogated one day?”

“Heh heh...”

Wu Jinliang chuckled and chuckled for a good while before stammering, “Well, that depends on the situation, doesn’t it? If not confessing would cost me my life, then saving my life is more important, right?”

“Hmph!” Shi Chun scoffed. “Then don’t ask anymore.”

Wu Jinliang sighed and had no choice but to give up.

However, after a while, Shi Chun suddenly raised his left hand, showing him the whip scar. “When my hand touched it, it drilled into my body through the wound...”

He recounted the events that happened at the end of the mine tunnel, even disclosing the subsequent abnormal conditions, including the strange sights he saw with his right eye. Especially regarding how Wu Jinliang had asked multiple times about how he had broken the Immobilization Talisman, he also informed him of the process and detailed method.

Finally, he repeatedly warned, “We’re leaving soon. Remember, don’t forget. If you encounter an Immobilization Talisman again, break it using the method I told you. It should work. This method must not be leaked, otherwise our lives might be in danger.”

Wu Jinliang nodded excitedly again and again. “Got it, got it. Exposing someone’s secret is cutting off their livelihood. They’ll definitely kill us. Don’t worry, this is a matter of life and death; I wouldn’t leak it even if you beat me to death.”

“Can you stop poking that knife in front of my eyes?” Shi Chun warned, staring at the joyfully waving blade. “The water’s a bit hot.”

“No problem, withdrawing the fire, withdrawing the fire.” Wu Jinliang happily moved to the side and leaned over to remove the firewood under the stone mortar.

The two spent some time bathing and then changed into clean clothes.

Although they had just washed, they still didn't look as clean as their clothes.

Their faces, especially the backs of their hands, were dark from prolonged inadequate cleanliness due to limited conditions, accompanied by cracks and blood fissures. Their lips were also chapped.

However, Shi Chun’s clothes were relatively decent: a slightly faded scholars' robe, paired with a neatly combed hairstyle adorned with a hairpin. It was unclear if he had a scholarly air, but he certainly looked like a changed man.

Yet, after taking just two steps, he heard a “rip” sound from under his foot. He looked down to see his big toe poking out of the cloth sole of his left shoe. His toe wiggled.

The shoe had worn a hole after only two steps because it was old.

What to do? Everything that could be taken by those who left earlier had already been distributed to them.

It wasn't too much trouble; a little needlework would do. They had these small items; it was just hard to find fabric of a suitable color.

Finally, they could only find a random piece of cloth and quickly stitched it on. To make the colors match, they scraped soot from the bottom of the stone mortar that had been used for bathing water and dyed both pairs of shoes black before putting them back on.

Stamping his feet, Shi Chun said, refreshed, “Perfect.”

After tidying up their belongings, the two descended the mountain.

Wu Jinliang carried two knives: one, his own, over his shoulder, and a smaller one for Shi Chun, which was strapped to Shi Chun’s back, as Shi Chun felt that wearing a knife with his scholarly attire would be an insult to his refinement.

After climbing over a hill, they suddenly turned back in unison, looking at the cylindrical stone mountain standing in the wilderness, their expressions complicated.

“Will we come back?” Wu Jinliang asked.

“Coming back is easy, just commit some offense, but I won’t be accompanying you.” Shi Chun said and walked away. He had his steadfast goal and walked resolutely.

Wu Jinliang quickly followed, chattering, “Are we really leaving? It feels like a dream...”

Inside the deep courtyard, City Lord Ba Yingshan once again knocked on the guest’s door.

Qi Yueru, with red, tearful eyes, opened the door and invited him in.

Ba Yingshan was there to deliver news and wasted no words. “As expected, those two local ruffians from East Nine Plains have entered the city, carrying bundles. They should be leaving formally.”

Logically, such a small matter of delivering news wouldn't require his personal appearance. However, some things couldn't be exposed and were not suitable for others to handle.

Qi Yueru’s eyes flickered, and she asked, “When are they leaving?”

Ba Yingshan: “It’s uncertain when they will leave, but they’ll most likely visit Far-Gazing Tower. Someone is watching, and you’ll be notified in time.”

Within Zhixu City, Wu Jinliang strolled around, carrying his large knife, looking imposing.

Shi Chun, on the other hand, tried his best to appear refined, wearing a gentle expression he had practiced countless times. He smiled at everyone he met.

After learning to read from that female teacher, he felt he was an educated person, different from the barbarians of the Land of Exile.

The two headed straight for Far-Gazing Tower. Along the way, pedestrians came and went, and they nodded and greeted familiar faces.

As they passed the bustling freight yard of Far-Gazing Tower, they merely glanced inside, then stopped in unison. A woman moving about and inspecting things in the freight yard caught their attention.

The woman was plump and quite charming, dressed in plain clothes. Her large, round eyes were very bright, exuding an air of capability and vitality as she moved among piles of goods, pointing here and there.

They recognized her; it was the proprietress of Far-Gazing Tower, also Miss Miao’s mother, named Lan Qiaoyan.

The old man beside the woman saw the two outside the courtyard gate, smiled slightly, and quickly prompted the woman, who turned to look.

Seeing her look over, Shi Chun immediately bowed respectfully, in a refined and polite manner.

Wu Jinliang, however, waved his arms and excitedly shouted, “Mother!”

This shout was like a clap of thunder, causing people inside and outside the freight yard to turn their heads. Those unaware were surprised, wondering how the proprietress had suddenly acquired another son. Lan Qiaoyan’s face darkened. She said something to the old man beside her, who then waved his hand, signaling for the two to enter.

The guards at the gate immediately let them in.

Shi Chun walked slowly and politely, but Wu Jinliang, as if seeing a beloved relative, ran excitedly towards the woman with his belongings, and once in front of her, enthusiastically shouted, “Mother!”

Lan Qiaoyan’s face held a cold smile, as if she wanted to castrate him. “Shut up! Big fellow, I’ve recently heard that the women you’ve called ‘Mother’ are too many to count on one hand. Do you have a problem with calling every pretty woman ‘Mother’?”

Wu Jinliang’s expression stiffened. How did she know this, and how was he supposed to explain it?

Shi Chun, who had just arrived, looked serious and raised his hand as if to swear, “Proprietress, I can prove he absolutely wouldn’t shout indiscriminately. He only calls beautiful women ‘Mother’.”

Wu Jinliang immediately nodded repeatedly in agreement.

Calling beautiful women ‘Mother’? This flattery made Lan Qiaoyan roll her eyes. She stared at Wu Jinliang and warned, “Get lost as far as you can. I don’t have such a shameless son. If you dare to shout like that again, I’ll tear your mouth apart!”
Chapter 17: Miss Miao Is Not Here
Some things are better left unknown; knowing the truth almost made her laugh in anger.

As for why he called her 'Mother', she remembered it quite vividly.

She recalled him shamelessly flattering her back then, saying how beautiful she was. Having never read much, he couldn't come up with new ways to praise her, and hearing the same old lines over and over again became tiresome. So she told the big guy to save it, saying she could be his mother...

Who knew that before she could finish, the big guy plopped down on his knees and smoothly called her 'Mother'.

It was quite startling; it utterly stunned her at the time. Her original intention was to tell him to speak with more respect, not to adopt a son. She quickly said that wasn't what she meant and told him not to call her that again. Yet, ever since, no matter when they met, he never changed his mind and just kept calling her that.

And so, it became one calling her 'Mother' and the other telling him not to.

If it weren't for the rules of the Land of Exile, making it inconvenient to act in Zhixu City, she felt she would have pulled out his tongue even if she didn't beat this 'cheap son' to death.

She just couldn't understand it. Even an idiot could see he was trying to curry favor; there was no sincerity. Was there any point in clinging to such a relationship shamelessly? Then, recently, she didn't know what idle curiosity possessed her subordinates, but when they made a delivery, they specifically reported to her, who was outside, about Shi Chun and his group. They said that the East Nine Plains group had acquired a large amount of supplies, and a whole faction had obtained the qualifications to escape their suffering, with over a hundred people emerging at once.

This was by no means a small number in the Land of Exile; it was an extremely large one, making her somewhat curious. What was going on?

So she found two quick-witted individuals from the East Nine Plains personnel who had left, saying she wanted to recommend them to work at Far-Gazing Tower, and asked if they were willing.

She was referring to the Far-Gazing Tower outside; Far-Gazing Tower had a vast enterprise in the cultivation world, and Lan Qiaoyan was only responsible for the business in the Land of Exile.

For those who had just left the Land of Exile, being able to join Far-Gazing Tower was an incredible opportunity. How could they not be willing? They were more than willing.

But there were no free lunches in this world; naturally, there were conditions. As a result, these two immediately sold out Shi Chun and his group, recounting the process of obtaining those supplies. And to curry favor, they spoke at length about both distant and recent events.

Among them, they revealed that Wu Jinliang had called many women 'Mother'.

Calling 'Mother' was secondary; the problem was that most women Wu Jinliang had called 'Mother' had met a bad end, and even worse, some were personally killed by Wu Jinliang's own hand.

Calling 'Mother' to one's face and stabbing them in the back—is that something a human does? Now he still dared to come and call her 'Mother'; it would be strange if she weren't angry. She could only comfort herself by thinking it was not advisable to act in Zhixu City.

Fortunately, her tolerance seemed decent. After glaring at the bewildered Wu Jinliang, her gaze fell back on Shi Chun, and her tone became slightly more normal, “Are you leaving?”

She also noticed he was different from usual; Wu Jinliang had a bag and luggage on his back.

Shi Chun nodded gracefully, trying his best to appear refined and gentle, saying, “Precisely.”

Regarding his demeanor, Lan Qiaoyan's smile didn't reach her eyes. He was always pestering her daughter, so how could she not investigate what kind of person this chief of East Nine Plains was? Since this fellow took over, the notorious brutal reputation of East Nine Plains in this area wasn't feigned gentleness; it was earned through killing. This fellow's hands were stained with countless bloodsheds; he was a truly ruthless killer.

On the surface, she tried to appear nonchalant, saying, “It’s good that you're leaving, but the rules outside are different from the laissez-faire violence here. Be careful.”

“Yes,” Shi Chun cupped his hands in thanks again, and casually asked, “Proprietress, where is Miss Miao?”

This question left Lan Qiaoyan somewhat speechless. She didn't know what was going on; could it be a karmic entanglement? She had her daughter running around the twelve cities of the Living Prison, balancing accounts, to let her learn and practice. She wanted her daughter to achieve something at Far-Gazing Tower in the future; how could she do that without knowing how to manage accounts? She also never intended for her daughter to stay in this godforsaken Land of Exile forever. Coupled with this brat's shameless pursuit and numerous tricks, she was genuinely afraid that over time, her daughter might not be able to resist. It wasn't about looking down on him; it was just that their statuses were too far apart, making them truly unsuitable.

So, three months ago, after her daughter's last visit here to balance accounts, she sent her daughter out, arranging a job for her in Far-Gazing Tower in the outside world.

Well, wouldn't you know it, she turned around, and this fellow had solved all the departure problems for the East Nine Plains group, and he himself was also leaving. Wasn't this the most impeccable timing? It made her feel as if she had been paving the way for the two young people in advance.

The problem was that Far-Gazing Tower was not a trifling matter, and it wasn't that there would be any problem if she transferred her daughter back or to another place. It wouldn't be a big problem if she wanted to transfer her, but such casual transfers were inappropriate. How long had it been since she was just transferred? A well-established place has its own rules, and things must be done carefully. The entire Far-Gazing Tower wasn't just hers to command.

So she was unwilling to tell him her daughter's whereabouts and perfunctorily said, “She has something to do and didn’t come to balance accounts this time.”

The old man by her side, plainly dressed with a face that was both astute and gentle, was known as Old Tan. He was Lan Qiaoyan’s capable assistant and usually a very steady person. At this moment, hearing Lan Qiaoyan’s words, he couldn't help but chuckle. He seemed to have guessed the proprietress’s thoughts, a clear smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

He knew the proprietress disliked these two young men, yet had a certain appreciation for them. Otherwise, they wouldn't have the qualification for this conversation, nor would they have had so many easy opportunities to interact with Miss Miao. Some things were indeed clearer to him as an outsider.

Didn’t come? Shi Chun was slightly taken aback. He had intended to specifically bid farewell to Miss Miao. Although he wouldn't have to pretend to pursue her once he was outside, he had, after all, pretended for so long. It would be a loss to expose his act just as things were ending. What would people think? Playing with someone's daughter; did they think she was easily provoked? Far-Gazing Tower’s influence was far greater than the Qi family behind Shen Youkun.

Besides, he still wanted to tell Miss Miao about having Far-Gazing Tower's delivery team give them a ride out. With Miss Miao's gentleness and kindness, he assumed she wouldn't refuse.

Her not being here was troublesome.

What else could he do? Shi Chun's calculating gaze landed on Lan Qiaoyan. He sighed, “What a pity. I'm leaving and can't see Miss Miao one last time. My heart is truly heavy, filled with immense regret. This sorrow is profound, and I will regret it my whole life.”

He then cupped his hands again, saying, “Proprietress, when you see Miss Miao later, please convey a message from Shi Chun: tell her Shi Chun has left, and may we meet again if fate allows!”

“Alright, noted,” Lan Qiaoyan waved her hand grandly, a hint of mockery in her tone, “Go, go, have a safe journey.”

Wu Jinliang, whose secrets had been exposed, could no longer swagger. He quietly kept his mouth shut, his large eyes glancing between one person and the other.

His objective not yet achieved, how could Shi Chun give up so easily? He immediately played along with her words, putting on a worried expression, “Proprietress is indeed discerning; you saw that we cannot have a safe journey.”

Did what I just said mean that? Lan Qiaoyan asked herself, almost bewildered by him. Had she expressed herself wrongly? Then she grew a little curious and asked, “Why can't you have a safe journey? What bad deed have you done now?”

Shi Chun spoke sincerely, “The outside world is unfamiliar, and going to an unfamiliar place truly makes one a bit nervous and scared.”

“Hmph,” Lan Qiaoyan chuckled, “You, scared? I find that a bit hard to believe. Do you even have a moment when you’re scared?”

She had paid attention to him and naturally knew that this fellow had done many audacious things in the Land of Exile.

“After all, the way things are done outside is different from here. I heard there are many rules, so I am indeed a bit scared,” Shi Chun explained briefly, then cupped his hands again, “I beg you, Proprietress, to be kind. When your goods depart later, could you please give us a ride? Allow us to follow the delivery team and learn along the way. Just a small favor, Proprietress, rest assured, we will absolutely not be a nuisance.”

Lan Qiaoyan didn't quibble over such a small matter and readily agreed, “When are you leaving? You can ask Old Tan later.”

Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang were overjoyed at the words. Just as they were about to bow in gratitude, Lan Qiaoyan, who was about to turn and leave, let out an 'eh?', stopped, and turned back, a look of suspicion on her face. She asked, “Could it be that you've offended too many people and are afraid of being ambushed outside the gate?”

Whoosh! Shi Chun suddenly moved, pulling a knife from Wu Jinliang's back. He said calmly, “Though Shi Chun is a scholar, what I am best at is wielding a knife. I fear everything, but I do not fear engaging in a fight. What is there to fear in living by the sword? Proprietress, do not underestimate Shi Chun. With this knife in hand, I can prove my resolve!”

“And me!” Wu Jinliang shouted, brandishing his large saber in support.

Lan Qiaoyan gave him a cold look, clearly conveying, 'What does that have to do with you?' Wu Jinliang immediately deflated, his saber, no matter how big, useless, and he lowered it.

However, Lan Qiaoyan actually believed Shi Chun's nonsense, believing that this fellow was indeed not afraid of fighting, but that didn't stop her from retorting with a sneer, “A scholar? Have you even seen what a book looks like?”

Shi Chun: “I saw one at Miss Miao’s place.”

He brought her daughter into it again. Lan Qiaoyan didn't want to say another word. She immediately turned and walked away, giving Old Tan a meaningful look as she did so.

Old Tan immediately understood and nodded, indicating he would make the arrangements.

As Lan Qiaoyan walked away with light steps, she gave Wu Jinliang another hateful glare. She just couldn't understand it; such a dignified, tall man, with proper thick eyebrows and big eyes—he looked like the perfect specimen of a good man—how did he develop the habit of constantly kneeling and calling people 'Mother'?

Knowing the truth, she found it somewhat unacceptable; it was too disgusting.

Knowing that she detested his calling her 'Mother', Wu Jinliang also had a slight look of grievance. At first, he hadn't wanted to do it either, but then, forced by circumstances one time, 'Spring' himself didn't want to acknowledge a 'mother', so he convinced Wu Jinliang to go. Later, he tasted the sweetness of it and got used to it.

It was 'Spring' who told him to be sweet-mouthed when he saw Lan Qiaoyan, so he felt quite wronged, feeling that he had sacrificed a lot during 'Spring's' ascent to the top of East Nine Plains.

Shi Chun was unaware of his thoughts and only focused on quickly catching up with Old Tan to ask when exactly they would leave.
Chapter 18: Accusation
Zhixu City was, after all, Ba Yingshan's territory. If he truly paid attention, he could not be kept in the dark about any overt disturbances.

Upon receiving the news, he went to the guest room at once. Seeing Qi Yueru, he informed her face-to-face, “It’s confirmed, they’re leaving today. It won’t be long now. Once Far-Gazing Tower has its goods in order, they’ll leave with them.”

Hearing the first half of the sentence, Qi Yueru was immediately ready to leave. But the second half made her freeze. She asked, “What do you mean? How did Far-Gazing Tower get involved?”

Ba Yingshan didn’t see any problem with it. “They made a trip to Far-Gazing Tower. They probably mentioned they were leaving, and Far-Gazing Tower’s delivery team will give them a ride out.”

Qi Yueru instantly flew into a rage. “With Far-Gazing Tower’s people protecting them, how am I supposed to make a move after they leave? No, you have to find a way to detain those two!”

Ba Yingshan also grew angry upon hearing this. “What are those two brats worth, that I should be the one to act here? If I detain them, wouldn't it arouse suspicion? Aren't you just looking for trouble? Once they’re out, you’ll have plenty of time and plenty of ways to deal with them slowly. You can do whatever you want. Right now, the ‘Jailer’ and his people are here, and they're clearly suspicious about the Dragon Bone matter. How can I act recklessly?”

Qi Yueru retorted, “If they don’t have a guilty conscience, why would they seek protection from Far-Gazing Tower? The outside world is vast, with many obstacles. Once they use this opportunity to slip away, where am I supposed to find them in the heat of the moment?”

This was her true thought. She found the local tyrant of East Nine Plains increasingly suspicious. If there really was a problem, seeking Far-Gazing Tower's protection meant he had made plans and must have an escape route all figured out. This was something she absolutely could not tolerate; she couldn't allow such a loophole to let them escape.

Ba Yingshan said bluntly, “How you find them after they leave is your business. I've helped you with things I should and shouldn't have. In any case, detaining them here is absolutely out of the question. I'm telling you, we absolutely cannot have any more complications here. You all need to get out quickly. Whatever grudges you have, you can settle them however you like after you leave.”

Seeing that he was genuinely angry and serious, Qi Yueru fell silent for a moment. After her thoughts raced, she suddenly asked in return, “What if they are really the ones who murdered my son?”

Ba Yingshan said scornfully, “Whether they are or not is your business. I’ve said it, after you leave, you can seek revenge however you want.”

His meaning that it had nothing to do with him afterward was obvious.

Qi Yueru moved closer to him, her gaze scorching as she met his. “If they are truly the murderers, why would they leave a treasure at the scene instead of taking it? Isn't it to deflect suspicion from themselves? They've already offended my son. One more offense or one less makes no difference, yet they abandoned such a valuable treasure. What are they afraid of? I can't guarantee that my brother wasn't pried for information he shouldn't have revealed before he died.”

Ba Yingshan’s brow twitched. He said coldly, “What shouldn't have been revealed? You’re making forced connections. Don’t give me that!”

Qi Yueru: “It’s better to be safe than sorry. Is City Lord Ba really willing to gamble his fortune against such a worthless cur? The safest way is to end this quickly in my hands. That way, you can rest assured, and my Qi family can rest assured. You also know that the ‘Jailer’ and his people are already suspicious. The slightest rumor could be a catastrophe for you. City Lord Ba, any potential loopholes must be plugged in time!”

Ba Yingshan frowned, a look of hesitation on his face, but it was overshadowed by concern.

Observing his expression, Qi Yueru added more fuel to the fire. “City Lord Ba's concerns are not without reason. It is indeed inappropriate to detain someone here. But we can be flexible. Find an excuse to temporarily detain them. After Far-Gazing Tower's delivery team has left, release them under the pretext of a misunderstanding or some other reason. That way, it won't stir up any trouble. Within Zhixu City, a small matter like this should be something City Lord Ba has plenty of ways to handle, right?”

The Qi family had sent her here to make contact not just because visiting her son and brother was a legitimate reason, but more importantly, because she possessed a certain ability to adapt to circumstances.

Ba Yingshan's eyes flickered for a moment. Without saying a word, he suddenly turned and left.

Watching him go, a triumphant and mocking expression appeared on Qi Yueru's face. But then, the thought of her deceased son brought a wave of grief that she could not hide...

Inside the blacksmith shop, where sparks flew with clanging sounds, a bare-chested, whiskered, burly man directed several apprentices at their work. Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang entered to greet him, also to say farewell. Since they were leaving, they came to say goodbye to an old acquaintance here.

Both of their weapons were forged here.

The blacksmith shop was at the very end of the row of storefronts belonging to Far-Gazing Tower. It was also part of Far-Gazing Tower, presumably to meet the needs of the people in the Land of Exile.

Shi Chun really just said hello and left. He wanted to go to the main entrance of Far-Gazing Tower to see if Miss Miao truly hadn't come. The proprietress clearly didn't like him getting involved with her daughter, so it was possible she was deceiving him.

Wu Jinliang didn't want to go with him and used an excuse to stay at the blacksmith shop, shooting the breeze with the whiskered blacksmith, unwilling to face the proprietress's unpleasant expression again.

A row of shops, each with its own specialty. Customers stood at every doorway, people of all sorts bringing various items for appraisal, mostly strange stones or minerals. After selling their goods, they received a piece of paper with a number written on it. With the amount on the paper, they could buy things in Far-Gazing Tower. The change they received was also a newly written amount on paper.

This amount could not be taken out of the city. As soon as one walked out of the city gates, the numbers on the paper would disappear. Therefore, before leaving, everyone would register it under their own name in Zhixu City, which was the so-called accumulation of “Merit.” If they needed to use it on their next visit, they could withdraw it without any deductions.

There were also many who, due to various accidents, would never return. Such accidents were very common in the Land of Exile. Then, that ownerless money would naturally belong to Zhixu City.

The main hall of the establishment was a place specifically for selling goods. There were slightly fewer customers coming in and out, far fewer than those selling things.

On a long table in a corner of the hall, ledgers were piled high. A young man was sitting behind the table, chewing on the end of his brush as he went over the accounts. After some writing and drawing, just as he was about to put down his brush, he let out a soft “huh,” realizing there was nowhere to place it. He looked all over the desktop and then scratched his head in confusion. “The brush rest, where did the brush rest go?”

Shi Chun, who was walking over, found this amusing. He knew this young man and was quite familiar with him.

The young man was an apprentice at Far-Gazing Tower. It was unknown what his background was, but he had entered Far-Gazing Tower as an apprentice at a young age.

He was quite handsome, but his mind seemed a bit slow at times.

Shi Chun had already seen where the brush rest was. Wasn't it right under that pile of ledgers? Ten to one, the young man had put it there himself.

It was right in front of him, yet the young man couldn't find it. Just as Shi Chun was about to tease him with a reminder, he suddenly saw the young man bite the brush horizontally, freeing up his hands to take a piece of paper. He folded it repeatedly into a multi-layered '川' shape and placed it on the table. He then took the brush from his mouth and casually rested it on the ridged paper, before continuing to flip through the ledgers.

A piece of paper, originally soft, thin, and weak, with just a few simple folds into a corrugated shape, instantly had its load-bearing capacity changed, stably supporting a brush.

This scene struck Shi Chun like a bolt of lightning. He stopped in his tracks, staring blankly at the paper that could bear weight after its form was changed.

In his mind, the scene of being immobilized by the Immobilization Talisman that night surfaced.

That azure-green substance was originally imperceptible to people. Only because the glowing roots released from within the Immobilization Talisman gathered it, its presence was immediately revealed, which was very magical.

After that night, he often wondered what was going on. The scene of the Immobilization Talisman being used, which his right eye had seen, had given him a direction to pursue after leaving.

Something he could never figure out, at this very moment, upon seeing this piece of paper holding up a brush, it was as if his soul was touched, and he had an epiphany.

“Chaos...” he once again muttered the content Shen Youkun had confessed. He vaguely realized a problem. Could the bizarre scene his right eye saw be the world of chaos? Could it be that the world of chaos had always existed, but was simply invisible under normal circumstances?

To feel the existence of the various different substances in the world of chaos, could it be that one only needed to find the appropriate medium? The young man flipping through the ledgers unintentionally looked up and saw him standing there like a fool. He called out, “Chun Chun, Elder Sister Miao didn't come this time.”

As he spoke, he picked up his brush and continued to write and draw.

Sometimes he would put the brush down, and other times he would write and draw. After writing several pages, when he looked up again, he found Shi Chun still standing there in a daze, which he found strange. He put down his brush, walked around the table, and waved his hand in front of Shi Chun. “Chun Chun, what’s wrong with you? Feeling sad because Elder Sister Miao isn't here?”

“Huh?” Shi Chun came back to his senses and asked in return, “Miss Miao didn't come to Zhixu City?”

The young man shook his head. Just as he was about to say something, a loud shout suddenly came from outside. “What are you doing? What are you doing? On what grounds are you arresting me?”

A chaotic commotion arose. The voice sounded like Wu Jinliang's. Shi Chun turned to look, but the scene outside was already blocked by people coming and going, a natural tendency to watch a spectacle.

The next moment, that voice shouted again, “Chuntian, help!”

Was it really Wu Jinliang? Shi Chun’s expression changed. He quickly dashed over, not hesitating to leap directly over the heads of the crowd and land on the steps outside. He saw that Wu Jinliang had been seized by several Zhixu City guards in armor, his arms twisted behind his back, his neck held down.

Shi Chun said in a deep voice, “What happened?”

Wu Jinliang, struggling to lift his head, said anxiously, “I don't know! I was just walking here about to go in, and they suddenly came sideways and grabbed me.”

Just as he finished speaking, a grimy man draped in a ragged cloth squeezed out from among the armored guards. He was clearly not a city guard. He pointed at Wu Jinliang and clamored, “It was him! He deliberately bumped into me just now, and then my thing went missing. He must have stolen my stuff.”

As soon as these words were spoken, an uproar broke out among the onlookers. In this city, besides being forbidden to fight, they were naturally also forbidden to steal. Otherwise, the consequences would be severe. The guards here didn't think their lives were very precious.

Shi Chun's heart also skipped a beat upon hearing this. He stared at Wu Jinliang in disbelief. He naturally knew Wu Jinliang’s hands weren't exactly pure—in fact, whose hands could be clean in this Land of Exile? Who didn't take what they could? However, they were about to leave, so why bother with such petty thievery now?

Wu Jinliang immediately roared at the man, “Who the hell are you? When did your granddaddy ever bump into you?”

Shi Chun, his mind racing, was just about to speak up for Wu Jinliang, but unexpectedly, the man in the ragged cloth suddenly pointed at him. “And him! I remember clearly, they're in it together.”

At these words, Shi Chun's eyes narrowed abruptly. He instantly realized something was wrong. If the man had only targeted Wu Jinliang, he might have had some doubts about Wu Jinliang. But now that he was also being accused, he knew for sure whether he had stolen anything, and he hadn't seen any collision with anyone while he was with Wu Jinliang.
Chapter 19: Intervention
Not to mention him, even Wu Jinliang suddenly reacted, shouting loudly: "Chun, someone's trying to frame us!"

Having a loud voice was useless. The leading armored soldier waved a hand, and immediately two men rushed out to seize Shi Chun.

Shi Chun’s face was dark, but he didn’t resist or try to escape. He knew resistance was futile; these armored soldiers were all High Martial cultivators at a minimum, and he was no match for any one of them. Resisting in Zhixu City would only lead to a worse outcome, so he could only allow himself to be apprehended, being forcefully dragged down the steps.

However, he still had to defend himself, stating earnestly: “We don’t know this ruffian, nor have we stolen anything from him. He is slandering us. I hope the heavenly generals will see clearly.”

But the Grimy Man shouted: “It must have been them who stole it! After they bumped into me, my Blue Jade Essence disappeared!”

The leading armored soldier waved his hand, “Search them!”

His subordinates immediately got to work, publicly frisking Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang. As a result, no suspicious items were found on either of them. However, when searching the package Wu Jinliang carried, a chunk of glowing blue, ice-like stone fell out.

Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang’s faces immediately changed drastically. They both knew this was not their item.

The Grimy Man immediately shouted: “That’s right, it’s this Blue Jade Essence! I dug this out while mining, many people know!”

A noisy murmur of pointing and gossiping immediately rose from the onlookers. Many people scoffed and teased, mocking Shi Chun and the other for their audacity in seeking death.

Those who recognized the two, however, dared not speak, fearing Shi Chun’s grudge if they mocked too early. In any case, it was none of their business, and they were just watching the show.

Wu Jinliang, his eyes red with anger, shouted: “Chun, someone is framing us!”

His shout was filled with more anger.

His cries of being framed were useless; at least the human and physical evidence in broad daylight was clear. The leading armored soldier waved his hand and ordered, “Take them away!”

Shi Chun, however, turned to look at the Far-Gazing Tower lobby, trying to find the proprietress’s figure.

At this point, he didn’t need to think further; he could guess that the forces behind Shen Youkun had made their move. His feared scenario had finally materialized.

He knew the forces behind Shen Youkun had extended their reach into the Land of Exile, but since it was an act violating heavenly laws and a guilty conscience, he thought they wouldn’t dare to be too reckless. He never expected them to openly act against them within Zhixu City, not even giving them a chance to leave the city.

At this juncture, throughout the entire Land of Exile, the only person who might be able to help them was the Far-Gazing Tower proprietress whom they knew. Everyone else was like an ant, not even qualified to speak with Zhixu City.

However, the lobby entrance was blocked by the crowded people, completely obscuring the proprietress from view.

But he firmly believed that with such a commotion happening right under the proprietress’s nose, it was impossible for her not to be startled.

He immediately shouted towards Far-Gazing Tower: “Proprietress, we didn’t steal anything! We were about to leave immediately; why would we cause trouble at this crucial moment? If we had stolen something, how would we dare to wander slowly here? We would have left long ago!” He then turned back and shouted to Wu Jinliang, “Quick, beg your mother!”

Wu Jinliang immediately stiffened his neck and yelled hysterically: “Mother, save me! Mother, we’ve been wronged, save us, Mother...”

The escorting guards evidently hadn’t expected such an outburst from them. Surprised, and finding them noisy, they quickly acted to seal their mute points, directly silencing the two, and even kicked them a few times publicly.

“Mother? Who is that big fellow calling ‘Mother’? The proprietress of Far-Gazing Tower?”

Discussions rose again among the onlookers, many turning their heads to look at Far-Gazing Tower situated there.

And this was the only self-rescue method Shi Chun could think of at this moment, using all his might.

He still held the same judgment: helping the forces behind Shen Youkun cause trouble here was an act that violated heavenly laws. Otherwise, their series of actions wouldn’t need to be so secretive, nor would they need to beat around the bush and fabricate excuses to arrest them. Making a big fuss might make the dark hand hesitate to act for fear of repercussions.

If it truly came to that, he would have no choice but to bring out the purplish-glowing Nebula to save himself. Though the repercussions would be endless, if things reached a desperate point, he would just have to take things as they came. In any case, he absolutely would not allow himself to fall here.

The two, full of resentment yet helpless, were thus escorted away.

The crowd watching the excitement gradually dispersed. The Young Apprentice on the steps outside still had ink marks on the corner of his mouth, from when he had held his brush earlier.

He stared blankly for a while in the direction Shi Chun and the other were taken, then suddenly turned and ran. He ran to the back hall, up the stairs, and into the hall on the second floor. He immediately saw the person he was looking for: Lan Qiaoyan and Old Tan were standing by the street-facing window lattice, looking out through the windowpanes at the gradually returning calm.

The Young Apprentice quickly approached them, saying, “Proprietress, Chun Chun and the big fellow were arrested by the city guards.”

Lan Qiaoyan turned around, not minding what he said, but pulled out a handkerchief from her sleeve and walked over to wipe the ink from the corner of his mouth, then said, “I know. Go look at your ledgers.”

The Young Apprentice hesitated, wanting to speak, but finally, under the proprietress’s smiling gaze, he obediently mumbled, “Oh,” and turned to leave.

Lan Qiaoyan also returned to the window, looking in the direction Shi Chun was taken. She had been there when they were taken away, and had clearly seen the entire process. But she didn’t need to, nor was she qualified to, come forward and stop the city guards from arresting people.

“Did they really steal something?” she muttered to herself.

Old Tan hesitated, saying, “Actually, what Shi Chun said makes a lot of sense. They’ve toiled so hard and are about to leave now. To steal something in Zhixu City, and then not leave quickly after stealing, but instead leisurely stroll around the city, not at all afraid of trouble — it truly seems illogical.”

Lan Qiaoyan looked out the window and asked, “The one who has a grudge against Shi Chun, is it Qi Yueru’s son?”

Old Tan: “Yes, his name is Shen Youkun.”

Lan Qiaoyan: “Is Qi Yueru still in the city?”

Old Tan: “Yes, she hasn’t left. It’s said she’s still handling the aftermath for her son and brother.”

Lan Qiaoyan mused, “Qi Yueru just entered the city, and her son and brother died. Shi Chun and the big fellow were about to leave but were arrested. If they truly were framed, and someone dared to openly frame them in Zhixu City, then this matter is not so simple.”

Old Tan added, “The murder scene was personally investigated by Ba Yingshan with his men. I heard that hundreds of people were buried in a mine shaft, seemingly having died from poisoning before being buried. Their deaths are very strange. The skeleton of something brought back is now displayed in the palace city as a decoration. Du Huoguan is still here, and that ‘Jailer’ hasn’t left yet either.”

Lan Qiaoyan raised her chin, “Send a visiting card to Du Huoguan. It’s been a long time since I visited him.”

Old Tan paused slightly, “Proprietress, are you going to get involved in this matter? Our Far-Gazing Tower has a rule: here, we don’t intervene in matters that don’t concern us, especially those official duties over there.”

Lan Qiaoyan smiled faintly, “How can it be unrelated? People were arrested right outside my Far-Gazing Tower, and they were so noisy that they even dragged my name into it. Surely I can go inquire about what exactly happened?”

Since she had said so, Old Tan could only give up. He bowed slightly and departed...

On a small gate tower in the inner city, Ba Yingshan, from his elevated position, personally watched Shi Chun and the other being escorted towards the prison. Seeing that no incidents occurred, he slowly turned around and continued his patrol on the city wall. As for the interrogation of Shi Chun and the other, he had no intention of participating, nor did he intend to show his face to the two little rascals.

Midway along the wall, a subordinate suddenly appeared and informed him, “Lan Qiaoyan just entered the inner city and went to visit the Prison Inspector.”

Ba Yingshan was startled, then asked, “Why is she seeing the Prison Inspector?”

The subordinate replied, “I don’t know, only that she sent a visiting card. However, among the people just arrested, I heard one might be Lan Qiaoyan’s future son-in-law. Could she have come in for this reason?”

Ba Yingshan was both annoyed and amused, “Nonsense! If Lan Qiaoyan would be willing to marry her daughter to such trash, I’d cut off my own head!”

Though he said this, he still felt a bit uneasy inside. They had just arrested people, and Lan Qiaoyan immediately went to see Du Huoguan. Was there truly no connection between them? Thinking about it again, he still felt it was impossible. He didn’t believe Lan Qiaoyan could truly consider such bottom-tier scum as a son-in-law. Besides, Far-Gazing Tower had never interfered with official business here.

Furthermore, the deed was already done; it was too late to regret. He could only instruct his subordinates to continue monitoring relevant movements.

Inside a building hall, it was spacious, ancient, and tranquil.

In the center of the main hall was a pool, two zhang in both length and width. The pool held no water but was arranged with many irregular, multicolored raw gemstones. To the uninitiated, it looked chaotic and disorderly, but those who understood recognized it as a star map.

Du Huoguan, clad in green robes and exuding a formidable aura, paced by the edge of the pool. While scrutinizing the contents, he occasionally reached into a tall basin nearby to pick up a gemstone, bringing it into the pool from a distance, gradually completing the star map within the pool.

Outside the main door, someone led Lan Qiaoyan to the entrance, made a gesture to invite her in, then withdrew.

Lan Qiaoyan lifted her skirt, stepped over the threshold, and walked up to Du Huoguan, bowing respectfully, “Lan Qiaoyan greets the Prison Inspector!”

Seeing that he didn’t react, she simply followed behind the pacing Du Huoguan. After examining the star map, she made a tutting sound and said, “The Prison Inspector truly has an amazing memory. This thing gives me a headache just looking at it.”

Du Huoguan didn’t even look at her, shaking a gemstone he held between his fingers. “State your business. Save the flattery for later.”

Lan Qiaoyan: “Actually, it’s nothing much. I just wanted to ask the Prison Inspector what happened with those two people the city guards just arrested right outside my Far-Gazing Tower?”

“Arresting people?” Du Huoguan stopped and turned his head. “Arresting whom?”

He genuinely didn’t know, nor could he keep track of every minute detail.

Lan Qiaoyan: “They said they were two thieves.”

Thieves? Du Huoguan looked her up and down, not believing she would specially visit him for common petty theft. He resumed pacing and focusing on the star map in the pool, responding faintly, “I don’t have that much free time to even manage the city guards maintaining order in Zhixu City according to the law. You should go ask Ba Yingshan about this.” He raised his hand over his shoulder and made a dismissive gesture, signaling her to leave.

Lan Qiaoyan had already come; how could she leave so easily? Pretending not to understand his reaction, she continued rambling while following him: “The incident just happened. The two were right outside Far-Gazing Tower when suddenly someone appeared with city guards to arrest them, accusing them of stealing his things. Later, the city guards publicly searched them and indeed found stolen goods on one of them.

This matter would normally be insignificant, but it’s rather strange. Those two had already accumulated enough Merit and were supposed to leave the Living Prison for the outside world today. Logically, they wouldn’t cause trouble at such a critical moment. Even stranger, since they were leaving, if they had stolen something, they wouldn’t still be slowly wandering around the city, showing no fear of getting into trouble. Of course, when they were arrested, they also loudly cried out that they were innocent and had been framed.”
Chapter 20: Slander
Du Huoguan's hand remotely pointed a gem into the pond, and with his back turned, he asked: "Are you pleading for two thieves?"

Lan Qiaoyan: “It’s not really pleading. If it’s confirmed they truly stole it, then whatever happens to them, be it death or dismemberment, they brought it upon themselves.”

Du Huoguan stopped in front of a tall basin, his finger stirring and selecting gems in the basin, and asked: “What’s your relationship with those two thieves?”

Lan Qiaoyan stopped in front of him, “Just two local natives, what relationship could I have with them? They often come to Far-Gazing Tower to sell things, so after a long time, their faces became familiar, that’s all.”

Du Huoguan picked up a gem with both hands and examined it, “There are many people who sell things at Far-Gazing Tower. You are very close with Ba Yingshan, is such a minor matter worth coming to me for? Little Lan, are you taking me for a fool?”

Lan Qiaoyan quickly offered an apology, “How could I dare! Compared to other natives, I am indeed more familiar with those two, and they could even be considered my daughter’s friends.”

The expressionless Du Huoguan’s eyes suddenly lit up, and he turned around, looking very interested, “Is that your... quasi son-in-law?”

At these words, Lan Qiaoyan’s face instinctively tensed. She hadn’t expected even this official to have heard. Thinking of her daughter’s reputation, her expression became even more unnatural, and her tone was less respectful, “Prison Inspector, rumors are not to be believed. My daughter is not yet married. Your spreading rumors everywhere will tarnish my daughter’s good name.”

Du Huoguan stifled a laugh, “What’s there to it? If it is, it is; if it isn’t, it isn’t. But then again, if he really is your quasi son-in-law, a little petty theft isn’t a big deal anyway. As long as the victim receives due compensation, and as long as the victim has no complaints, what’s wrong with making an exception for you once?”

Lan Qiaoyan said with an emphasizing tone: “The foolish opinions of others can still be understood, but why must the Prison Inspector make fun of me? Although my humble daughter is not a favored daughter of heaven, she is not someone just anyone can be worthy of.”

Du Huoguan asked directly: “Since you look down on him, why go to such trouble?”

Lan Qiaoyan fell silent for a moment, then slowly said: “I truly look down on him. His status, position, and the reality gap are clear; they cannot be bridged by the word ‘willing’. He cannot give my daughter what she needs, and I cannot allow him to ruin my daughter’s life...”

She lowered her head as she spoke, paused, and then looked up again, saying: “Though I look down on him, there’s something about that boy I admire, four words: loyal and righteous! In life, besides facing reality, one must always retain some thoughts. To meet someone who can make me speak up, I feel it is he who has completed me!”

Du Huoguan’s gaze flickered incessantly, the gem tumbling between his fingers. After a long while, he coldly uttered five words: “I want the truth!”

Lan Qiaoyan choked up, truly at a loss for words. She felt that her previous words had been heartfelt enough, she was speaking the truth, but the other person simply didn’t believe her, which left her speechless.

Yet, she could understand.

After a brief turn of thought, she put away the emotional expression on her face and spoke matter-of-factly: “Indeed, nothing can escape the Prison Inspector’s keen eye. Then I won’t beat around the bush. That boy is the so-called chief of East Nine Plains. A month ago, a strange thing happened in East Nine Plains: a large amount of goods suddenly appeared for sale at Far-Gazing Tower, an amount so large that it allowed over a hundred people from East Nine Plains to be sent out at once.

Recently, I heard that something strange happened in East Nine Plains, and today that chief was arrested. I don’t know if it’s related to that large sum of goods.

I know many people are spreading rumors about his relationship with my daughter. Regardless of how outsiders misunderstand his closeness with Far-Gazing Tower, I feel it’s necessary to clarify one thing with the Prison Inspector: that large sum of goods was absolutely not smuggled in by my Far-Gazing Tower from the outside. I stand by my words: if they truly stole the items, whatever happens to them, be it death or dismemberment, they brought it upon themselves. But I absolutely do not wish for someone to be deliberately framing them, and thereby implicating Far-Gazing Tower.”

Having finished speaking, she bowed slightly, signifying she had said all there was to say. Without another word, she turned and gracefully departed.

Stepping over the threshold and facing the outdoor light once more, her expression was calm and composed, even tinged with a certain indifference.

Since some words were not understood, she had no choice but to speak in a way they would understand.

Du Huoguan watched the departing figure, the gem that had been tumbling in his hand now still. His thoughts were clearly still immersed in the surprising information the other party had provided.

After a while, he came to his senses, casually tossed the gem back into the tall basin, and with a flash, appeared on the stairs inside the hall, then with several more flashes, reached the top floor.

In the elegant space on the rooftop, the light was bright, with the main furnishing being just one table and chair.

The man clad in a violet gauze robe was not seated in the chair behind the table, but instead on the steps in front of it, guarding a large black umbrella. He held a brush and was painting erotic scenes on the umbrella surface, drawing them vividly. The side table served as a place for his paints.

Du Huoguan approached him and glanced at the unsightly images on the umbrella, long accustomed to this person's peculiar taste.

He still remembered asking the other person years ago why he drew erotic pictures on the umbrella.

The man pointed his brush towards the sky and said that if anyone liked to look, then let them look their fill.

However, he had to admit, practice truly made perfect; his current painting skill was indeed far superior to what it had been back then.

When the other person stopped his brush to dip in paint, Du Huoguan finally spoke: “Jailer, what Little Lan said about those two thieves and that large sum of goods might be related to the current situation. It’s worth investigating.”

Nie remained silent, as if he had heard nothing, and continued to apply his brush to the umbrella surface, engrossed in his painting.

Seeing no reaction from him, Du Huoguan said no more, bowed, and retreated.

Meanwhile, Lan Qiaoyan, who was about to leave the inner city, caught a glimpse. She saw Ba Yingshan emerge from a side road, and the two happened to “meet” serendipitously.

Ba Yingshan looked surprised, glanced at the direction she came from, and asked: “Madam, did you go to see the Jailer?”

Lan Qiaoyan smiled: “City Lord Ba, you jest. The Jailer’s dignity is admired by heaven and man alike; how could I meet him whenever I wish? I merely came to ask the Prison Inspector about something.”

Ba Yingshan uttered an “oh” and asked: “What matter required you to seek out the Prison Inspector?”

His implication of 'why not come to me' was clear, and he was also probing.

Lan Qiaoyan didn't overly conceal it, “Didn’t the city guards just arrest two people at my doorstep? These two happen to be quite familiar to me. I don’t believe they stole anything. It just so happened that I heard the Prison Inspector was here. Such a coincidence? I was worried if it was aimed at my Far-Gazing Tower, so I went to ask him. City Lord Ba, rest assured, I have absolutely no other intentions. As long as it has nothing to do with my Far-Gazing Tower, that’s fine.”

Ba Yingshan’s expression tightened, and he smiled faintly: “Arresting people at your doorstep? Such a thing happened? I will immediately inquire about it. Madam, next time such a thing occurs, you can directly ask me. There’s no need to disturb the Prison Inspector.”

Lan Qiaoyan smiled back, “I haven’t seen him in a long time. Even if there’s nothing, I would still bother him. I’m still balancing accounts over there, City Lord Ba, if you have no other instructions...” She gestured towards the door.

Ba Yingshan stepped aside to let her pass, still smiling faintly: “I won’t see you off.”

The two parted ways. Not until the woman’s figure disappeared outside the arched gate did Ba Yingshan turn and walk away with a dark expression.

However, he had only gone halfway when a subordinate reported, “City Lord, the Prison Inspector has gone to the main prison.”

Ba Yingshan’s heart tightened, and he grunted, “Understood.”

Just as he was about to head to the prison, his subordinate quickly added: “The Prison Inspector personally appointed a few people to take over the prison, kicking out all the other brothers inside. Without permission, no one is allowed to approach. The accusing victim was also kept inside the prison and hasn’t come out.”

Ba Yingshan’s pupils constricted, and he quickly lowered his voice to ask: “Where is the person who instructed the victim?”

The subordinate whispered back: “City Lord, rest assured, the person was dealt with as soon as they left the city. I’ve confirmed it multiple times, there’s absolutely no way it can be traced back to you.”

Ba Yingshan slightly exhaled, tilted his head, and gestured for him to continue monitoring, while he himself quickly departed.

Zhixu City’s main prison was empty, the light fluctuating between dim and bright. Most of its cells were vacant, holding no prisoners besides those arrested today.

In just a short while, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang were covered in whip marks, their clothes torn to shreds. All of Shi Chun’s toes were exposed from his shoes.

Although the two were separated into different interrogation rooms, their attitudes were consistent: neither would admit to theft. Both cried foul, claiming they had been framed.

Having learned their confessions, Du Huoguan made an appearance before Shi Chun, mainly seizing the opportunity to see the young man rumored to be pursuing Lan Qiaoyan’s daughter.

After observing him, he left. Immediately, someone else took over the interrogation, asking about the origins of the large sum of goods from East Nine Plains. The matter of theft was no longer brought up.

Shi Chun keenly realized that the direction of the interrogation had changed.

Wu Jinliang, on the other side, had the same realization.

Though interrogated separately, both knew what they could and could not say.

As for the theft case, it was not shelved. Du Huoguan personally handled it, confronting the accusing victim himself.

As soon as the accompanying guard revealed Du Huoguan’s identity, the victim’s face changed dramatically. He had never imagined he would receive such a high-level treatment.

In the Land of Exile, Du Huoguan was an absolutely terrifying presence.

For the victim, this was completely outside the planned scenario.

Du Huoguan calmly offered a piece of advice: “Is it a false accusation? If it is, name the instigator, and I will consider you to have been misled. All past offenses will be forgiven. My guarantee is effective.”

There were no threatening words, yet the pressure brought upon the victim was suffocating.

The victim’s Adam’s apple bobbed, and cold sweat inexplicably broke out. He couldn’t give an answer for a moment.

Du Huoguan, however, had already discerned the answer from his reaction. He merely took one step forward, and the victim suddenly fell to his knees, trembling as he confessed the truth.

The victim admitted that he was instigated by someone to deliberately frame Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang. The instigator was his chief, the chief of Seven Bends.

The victim said that he initially dared not commit such an act of framing within Zhixu City and did not want to agree. Later, his chief revealed that someone in the city guards had given instructions, only then did he gain the courage. However, the chief did not reveal which city guard had given the instructions.

His final part of the confession was spoken to the accompanying guard, appearing eager to confess.

Du Huoguan did not hear it, seemingly not even interested in hearing the rest, and turned to leave beforehand.
Chapter 21: Rare
Soon, a team of people tasked with capturing the Chief of Seven Bends darted out from the city gate.

As this team emerged, the entire Zhixu City shimmered, rippling and fading like an illusion. The massive city suddenly vanished into thin air.

Those outside, who were heading towards the city gate, stopped one after another, all dumbfounded. The city was gone, the world was empty, with only distant mountains and desolate wilds remaining. If they hadn't seen others also approaching from that direction, they would have thought they had taken the wrong path.

Many didn't know what was happening, while some knew that such a situation only occurred under one circumstance: Zhixu City had completely sealed its gates.

This was a very rare occurrence; many had never witnessed it, most had only heard rumors.

The guards on the city wall saw that the external scenery remained unchanged, just as before...

In the guest room, the seemingly calm Ba Yingshan visited again. Upon seeing Qi Yueru, he immediately urged in a low voice, “Quick, leave, you cannot stay any longer, leave this place quickly.”

Qi Yueru also sensed something was wrong from his reaction and naturally had to ask, “What’s wrong?”

It would have been better if she hadn't asked. The moment she did, Ba Yingshan couldn't help but flare up, gnashing his teeth, “Believing your nonsense, I went to capture those two local tyrants. This matter has aroused the Prison Inspector’s suspicion. The Prison Inspector has already taken over the prison and is personally participating in the interrogation.”

Qi Yueru said in disbelief, “Capturing just two such people can alarm the Prison Inspector? This is your territory, what exactly have you done? How could you mess this up too?”

“Who would have thought that Lan Qiaoyan, that woman, would also get involved...” Ba Yingshan immediately explained the general situation of the incident.

Qi Yueru was quite speechless after hearing this. She hadn't expected such an unexpected turn of events, that Lan Qiaoyan would mistakenly believe it was aimed at her. How could one explain this?

If one were to say Lan Qiaoyan was trying to save her future son-in-law, let alone Ba Yingshan, even she wouldn't believe Lan Qiaoyan would take a liking to such an ant. Putting herself in Lan Qiaoyan's shoes, she was also a woman.

Given that, this truly was just a misunderstanding.

Now, whether it was a misunderstanding or not no longer mattered. Things had come to this, and Du Huoguan had personally intervened. Although Ba Yingshan said the lead had been cut off, she no longer dared to linger. If they truly dug deep into those two local tyrants, some things could easily be connected.

She immediately complied with Ba Yingshan’s wish and quickly packed her belongings, preparing to leave.

Previously, she had been trying to arrange to take her son’s and brother’s remains for burial, but there was a rule here: banished cultivators who died here would return to dust and earth here. However, there were always exceptions to every rule, but she couldn't worry about that now, fearing that if she delayed, she wouldn't be able to escape at all.

It was inconvenient to leave together, so Ba Yingshan left the room first. However, he had barely taken a few steps out the door when he suddenly stopped, looked up at the void above, and his expression changed.

Qi Yueru, who was looking out from inside the room, saw that he hadn't left and was standing there, unresponsive. She immediately walked out, glanced around, and was about to ask when Ba Yingshan spoke first, “You probably can’t leave for now.”

Qi Yueru said nervously, “What do you mean?”

As soon as her words fell, the answer came. Ba City Lord’s confidant rushed over and reported in a low voice to Ba City Lord, “City Lord, the Prison Inspector has ordered a city-wide lockdown! All passages leading out of the city have been cut off!”

Ba Yingshan hummed gravely, then dismissed his subordinate. He turned to look at the grim-faced Qi Yueru and lightly said, “Are you satisfied now?”

He was clearly mocking her for not listening to his advice earlier and insisting on causing trouble.

At this moment, Ba Yingshan couldn't say much more to vent. He motioned for her to go back to the room and wait patiently, then quickly left.

After thoroughly understanding the current situation in the city, he went directly to Du Huoguan.

Du Huoguan was still circling the star map in the pit, leisurely placing his pieces.

After saluting, Ba Yingshan asked, “Prison Inspector, why the city lockdown?”

Du Huoguan glanced at him and clearly stated, “Shi Chun and the other man were framed. We are apprehending the instigator, some Chief from Seven Bends.”

“Framed? Is that true!” Ba Yingshan looked furious and immediately cupped his hands, requesting, “Your humble subordinate will personally lead people to capture him!”

Du Huoguan held a gem between two fingers and waved it, staring at the star map, saying, “There might be an inside traitor. You should recuse yourself.”

The words were simple and direct, demonstrating the power of confidence, leaving Ba Yingshan speechless. He could only grudgingly agree, obediently cooperate, and then respectfully withdraw.

In the evening, someone delivered the items specified by Du Huoguan: the confessions of Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang, along with other detailed related information.

Du Huoguan reviewed them, pondered for a while, then went up to the top floor again.

The space on the top floor had changed again, now featuring a brocade couch where Nie, head resting high on a pillow, lay on his side, seemingly asleep.

The opened black umbrella was tossed on the ground, and the brushes and paints on the desk were also carelessly left.

Du Huoguan walked to the couch and, addressing the person who appeared to be asleep, recounted the details of Shi Chun and the other man’s confessions. He then described the collected life history of the two.

With a clear target, it wasn't difficult for him to obtain non-secret information, especially since Shi Chun had managed East Nine Plains with considerable renown, and countless people had already inquired about him.

Du Huoguan’s account of the first half of the history was quite generalized, trying to be concise, as his main focus was on the latter part: Shi Chun offending Shen Youkun, Qi Yueru’s son, and then suddenly acquiring a large sum of goods a month ago, so he could analyze the connections between events.

Unexpectedly, before he could get to the latter part, he only managed to say that several years ago, Shi Chun had successively sent dozens of people out of East Nine Plains, showing considerable capability, when Nie, lying sideways on the brocade couch, suddenly opened his eyes.

Then Du Huoguan couldn't continue speaking, simply because Nie extended his hand towards him, clearly indicating he wanted the papers in his hand.

Not listening, wanting to see for himself—this was a very rare occurrence, as this esteemed figure rarely showed interest in anything anymore. Du Huoguan was stunned until Nie crooked his finger at him, upon which he hastily offered the papers with both hands.

With the stack of papers in hand, Nie shifted slightly, finding a more comfortable reclining position for reading. He first looked at the page Du Huoguan had turned to, seemingly reading it very seriously and carefully.

This scene greatly surprised Du Huoguan, who was waiting nearby.

After finishing the current page, Nie then flipped through all the papers, page by page, including the confessions of Shi Chun and the other man which had already been mentioned once. Finally, he flipped back to the first page that Du Huoguan had handed him.

Appearing half-asleep, he stared at it for a while longer, then slowly spoke, “So, this means that over these years, he had at least dozens of opportunities to leave the Land of Exile, but he gave them all to others.”

He, who rarely spoke, actually spoke because of an insignificant minor character.

Du Huoguan was very surprised, and also unsure why the other party's focus was on this point. However, he still nodded and said, “Indeed. According to the information collected, it’s actually not much of a secret. After this Shi Chun became the chief of East Nine Plains, he publicly told the people of East Nine Plains that he grew up eating ‘hundred-family meals’ from East Nine Plains and would not let everyone down. He said that as long as there was still one person who couldn't leave, he wouldn't leave, and that he would definitely be the last one to leave.”

Nie’s gaze was still on the paper. “So, he actually did that, and he accomplished it.”
Chapter 22: An Oddity
Du Huoguan: "Exactly. This move of his indeed united the people, and everyone in East Nine Plains has since been convinced and obedient to him. With everyone working together, they campaigned east and west, north and south, sweeping through the surrounding areas, repeatedly defeating invaders, and beating back the surrounding forces until they no longer dared to easily offend."

Nie showed no interest in his statement, asking indifferently, “He gave up dozens of opportunities to leave over several years. Can you think of anyone else like that?”

Du Huoguan genuinely lowered his head and pondered for a while, finally shaking his head slowly and saying, “It’s possible to give up a few times due to circumstances in a short period, but to give up dozens of times over such a long time, I’m afraid there won’t be another; at least, I haven’t heard of a second. As you know, finding a way to leave this place is the greatest desire of the local natives. The purpose of living is for this; as long as there’s an opportunity, almost no one is willing to give it up.

And what kind of true intention do these so-called Chiefs of various factions have to genuinely take root here and operate their forces? They almost all take turns sitting the throne and waving flags, one leaving and another taking over, each with their own schemes. Otherwise, East Nine Plains wouldn’t have been so easy to sweep through.”

Nie also knew the situation and morale of the people here, having been here for a very long time. It was precisely because of the abnormality before him that he was surprised and drew his attention. The reason he asked Du Huoguan was out of concern that he might not be sufficiently informed about worldly affairs, and thus just wanted to confirm one or two things.

After receiving confirmation, he handed over the stack of papers in his hand again.

Du Huoguan quickly took them with both hands and saw that the person on the couch had closed his eyes again, seemingly no longer interested in the matter. He immediately continued to elaborate, “Considering all circumstances, the large amount of supplies East Nine Plains received is too suspicious. Combined with the elimination of hundreds of people in East Nine Plains, it’s as if someone is using that large sum of supplies to clear out East Nine Plains, to prevent those local influential figures from discovering it.

Shi Chun and the other person, who had not left, were framed, and this might be related to it.

Qi Yueru’s son and brother were killed, and she herself is still in the city. If it’s related to Shi Chun and the other person being framed, Qi Yueru is very likely to suspect them as the murderers.

There is indeed reason for suspicion. The autopsy report stated that her son and her brother died by the sword, and Shi Chun and the other person both use swords. The incident occurred in East Nine Plains, the murderer used a sword, and there was a grudge with her son; it’s hard not to be suspicious. However, one point is quite strange: if it really was her, why didn’t Qi Yueru wait for the people to leave before acting?”

Nie, who was feigning sleep with closed eyes, suddenly uttered indifferently, “Let the false accuser and Shi Chun fight. Vengeance will be taken, and the survivor released.”

If Shi Chun knew his name could be spoken by this person, he would probably feel extremely honored.

Du Huoguan choked, then said, “According to the information gathered, Shi Chun is quite capable in a fight. The possibility of that accuser being his opponent is probably not high.”

What he meant by this was that when he had interrogated that accuser earlier, he had already promised the person that as long as they confessed honestly, bygones would be bygones, and he had brazenly asserted that his guarantee was effective.

There were other people present at the time, and to go back on his word now would be too embarrassing. How would the people below see him? Nie didn’t care what he thought. The instructions that followed were even more stringent: “A drum will sound ten times to decide victory or defeat. After ten sounds, life or death will be decided. Only one side is allowed to leave alive. If both sides are alive, they will both be executed.”

What does this mean? This sudden turn of events left Du Huoguan utterly bewildered. Ten counts to decide life or death? Shi Chun was the one who was framed.

Well, he didn’t care about Shi Chun’s life or death. As for his promise to the accuser, he was ready to go back on his word.

There was nothing he could do. Who knew what was going on? The Jailer didn’t even seem to care much about the possibility of an internal spy, yet he was actively interfering in the trivial matters of such small figures, even giving specific instructions on how to proceed. What could he do? He couldn’t avoid it, he could only comply. He couldn’t resist or question. Don’t be fooled by how calm the Jailer seemed; when he acted up, it was terrifying.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen such bare-handed combat.” Nie added.

Though Du Huoguan didn’t understand why, he understood that the Jailer wanted to watch the fight, so he no longer had an excuse. He immediately agreed and went to make arrangements.

After he left, Nie, lying on his side, opened his eyes slightly, as if muttering to himself, “No wonder I couldn’t understand that girl’s words.”

Some things, for some people, are not because they don’t understand, nor because they cannot comprehend, nor because they are un enlightened due to foolishness. Rather, it’s because they are too rational, accustomed to rational thinking to face all problems, or perhaps they have been high above for too long, becoming indifferent to certain aspects of human nature.

“Loyal and righteous...” Seemingly no longer interested in resting, Nie, muttering Lan Qiaoyan’s four words, rose from the couch and paced to a window, gazing at the desolate wilderness outside the city. The sky was vast and the land wide, yet there was little vitality. His eyes seemed hazy, and he murmured, “A flower blooming in the desert, an oddity...”

Not long after leaving, Du Huoguan hurried back and informed the Jailer that the fight would be arranged in an open space outside the building.

Inside the prison, under the Prison Inspector’s arrangement, a city guard had no choice but to persuade the deliberate false accuser.

As for the Prison Inspector himself, no matter how influential he was, he didn’t have the face to see this accuser.

Well, it’s fine for people to be looked down upon by important figures, as that’s normal. But if even small figures look down on you, that’s a bit embarrassing.

“Ah?” The accuser was indeed greatly surprised upon hearing this and asked urgently, “The Prison Inspector promised with his golden word that bygones would be bygones. How, how can this...” He didn’t dare to speak the rest of his words, but the meaning was clear enough for anyone not foolish to understand.

The city guard patted his shoulder and advised, “The Prison Inspector naturally keeps his word, but you forgot about the other two. Those two people you wronged want to seek justice from you, and we can’t just let you go for free; they won’t agree.

Both of them have strong tempers, the kind that won’t bend even when broken. Before, they endured even severe torture without confessing. Now, they insist on a life-or-death duel with you, and we can’t openly favor you.

But don’t worry, since the Prison Inspector promised, we will definitely favor you. That tall guy looks difficult to deal with, so pick the shorter one. His strength is a bit weaker, and when we tortured him before, we were also harsher on him. He’s seriously injured, so he definitely won’t be your opponent.”

The Prison Inspector didn’t want to take the blame, nor did he dare to let the Jailer take it, so only Shi Chun and the other person could bear it.

The accuser said with suspicion, “Then why must life or death be decided in ten counts? Why must we both be executed if life or death isn’t decided?”

The city guard found it hard to explain. He was just following orders and didn’t know why. His face immediately darkened, and he turned hostile instantly, growling, “What are you nagging about? Do you have a choice?”

On the other side, Shi Chun had already been brought out from the prison first. There was nothing to say to him; he was directly told the rules for the life-or-death duel: fight or die, no choice.

The person had already been sent to that empty space, waiting, and he indeed looked seriously injured, his clothes ragged, his body crisscrossed with bloodstains, and his complexion was not good.

He found these powerful individuals too unreasonable. Instead of resolving the problem by investigating the truth of the case, they actually let the winner decide. The city guard even enforced the law in such a hasty and childish manner. Was this what it meant to be an ant in the eyes of others?
Chapter 23: Hand-to-Hand Combat
Fortunately, this Land of Exile was inherently a place where the strong preyed on the weak, and Shi Chun had long grown accustomed to all kinds of brutal incidents, so there was no talk of anger. He just hadn't expected that even Zhixu City, a place that supposedly upheld heavenly laws, would descend into chaos.

As for one-on-one duels, he wasn't afraid.

What he worried about was the rules of this duel: ten drumbeats, and if a winner wasn't decided within those ten counts, both combatants would be executed. Giving such a short time, what kind of duel was this? The problem was that if he were executed, it wouldn't just be him; only one side was allowed to leave alive, so if he lost, Wu Jinliang would also lose his life.

He wasn't afraid of dueling, but there was a fatal loophole in the rules: if the opponent found themselves at a disadvantage and adopted a dodging strategy, it would be easy to drag out the ten counts and lead to everyone's death.

While pondering a countermeasure, he seized the opportunity of his restraints being removed to quickly cast a spell and check his physical condition.

Fortunately, the torture hadn't lasted long. Although he looked severely injured on the surface, they were merely flesh wounds, not harming his bones. For someone like him, who was accustomed to frequent injuries, it was nothing new.

The real pain was that during the torture, the strange illusion in his right eye had flared up again, tormenting him terribly.

After that night's incident, he had tried to restart the illusion in his right eye but had never found the way. He hadn't expected to accidentally trigger it again.

While he was silently adjusting his physical state, the owner of the lost item who had falsely accused them was also brought in. He was still wearing that dirty, patched-up rags, and a clear look of unease showed on his face.

His unease had a source: falsely accusing someone had left him feeling unsettled, and Du Huoguan had gone back on his word, not delivering on his promises. Even if he won this time, could they deliver on their end? Would they break their word again?

He wasn't given time to think much and was directly pushed onto the open ground, pushed opposite Shi Chun.

Confirming that his opponent was the accuser, Shi Chun, to some extent, felt a weight lifted from his mind.

What he had feared most before was that the power behind Shen Youkun had extended its reach into the city guards. If that power truly controlled his life and death, then he would certainly be doomed this time.

Seeing the accuser fighting him to the death indicated that his previous perception of a shift in the interrogation's direction was correct; the hidden power had lost control over the matter.

However, regardless of whether his judgment was right or wrong, he first had to overcome the current obstacle.

Dong! Just as animosity began to appear in the eyes of the opposing combatants as they sized each other up, a guard on the sidelines had already picked up a drumstick and struck the drum on the stand.

This drumbeat caused both sides to involuntarily flinch with their heartbeats. They hadn't expected the duel to start so abruptly, without even a chance to prepare. It just began without warning.

Little did they know, the spectators had no patience to watch them slowly prepare.

Both men almost simultaneously glowed with fierce intent, staring at each other like hungry wolves. Only one could survive; neither had a choice.

Neither had weapons, as someone had requested to see unarmed hand-to-hand combat.

Dong! Another drumbeat. Two counts were already gone out of ten.

Such urgency could drive a person mad. Neither of the confronting parties dared to hesitate any longer, and almost simultaneously, they rushed towards each other with a whoosh. To flee or hide? Impossible!

At the moment of impact, the accuser smoothly tore off the dirty rags he was wearing and flung them out, like a curtain, toward the charging Shi Chun. No wonder he always wore those rags as clothes; turns out they had this use.

Someone accustomed to this move must have a trick up their sleeve! Shi Chun's eyes instantly gleamed with vigilance. He had fought his way up from childhood, experienced too many dangers, and knew well that if an opponent made an initial throwing motion, one should worry about a follow-up.

However, at the very instant of collision, it was too late to dodge.

“Break!” He suddenly took a deep breath and roared, pouring all his cultivation into it, clenching both palms and unleashing a furious strike.

Bang! A dull explosion and the sound of a drum beating rang out simultaneously, and chaotic shadows flew everywhere.

The cloth curtain flung from the accuser's hand scattered like hundreds of fluttering butterflies, with fragments of cloth bursting forth, interspersed with some glinting cold light.

Du Huoguan, peering from behind the window lattice upstairs, lightly praised, “Overbearing!”

Those of his cultivation realm clearly understood that while breaking stone tablets and splitting rocks was easy for Early Martial cultivators, it was extremely difficult to utterly shatter a soft piece of cloth mid-air like this. Breaking or tearing it was simple, but to completely obliterate the entire piece, Early Martial cultivation was basically impossible.

If they hadn't captured Shi Chun and probed his background, they might have mistakenly thought Shi Chun had reached the High Martial realm.

As he praised, his brows also slightly twitched, recognizing the cold glints mixed in the shattered cloth. That dirty piece of cloth had secretly concealed many fine needles, hidden weapons. Judging by the color of their cold gleam, they were likely poisoned.

This move was truly malicious.

Hidden weapons were still weapons. It had been specified that they would watch unarmed hand-to-hand combat, yet one side brought a weapon. Du Huoguan's peripheral vision simultaneously glanced at the Jailer's reaction beside him, but he saw no ripples on the Jailer's face.

Shi Chun was not blind, and he was both startled and enraged.

Before the rags burst open, the accuser who had flung them hadn't completely let go, still holding a corner of the rags. Seeing that he was about to graze his opponent, a savage grin of imminent success had already appeared at the corner of his mouth.

He knew well that as long as his opponent touched the cloth he flung, whether by grabbing, blocking, swinging their hand, or kicking, as long as any part of their body made contact, he would exert force and pull, and his opponent would certainly be hit.

However, just as he had changed his stance and sidestepped, about to exert force and pull, the scene of countless “butterflies” suddenly exploding before his eyes momentarily stunned him. The ensuing stinging sensation nearly scared him out of his wits.

A few of the suddenly flying poisoned needles had stuck into his own body.

He knew too well the power of his own poisoned needles; not only were they laced with a fatal, fast-acting poison, but they would also quickly cause full-body paralysis.

Fortunately, he had an antidote on him; playing with this kind of thing, he definitely had to guard against accidents.

But Shi Chun gave him no chance to save himself. As the illusionary distraction burst open, Shi Chun saw his opponent reveal himself and, having charged out, instantly pushed off the ground, changing direction to kill him.

The accuser hastily retracted his hand to block, intending to seal off the incoming attack, but Shi Chun, with a misstep, twisted his arms together like a pretzel, locking them up.

The four arms had just become entangled when, dong, another drumbeat sounded.

The drumbeat was like a death knell; time waited for no one. Shi Chun, with furrowed brows, cold eyes, and a face full of murderous intent, stomped his foot with a guttural “Hoh!” The thick stone floor instantly cracked with spiderweb-like fissures. His ragged clothes fluttered without wind, and blood beads burst from his wounds. One arm, like a flood dragon emerging from the sea, forcibly thrust out from the entanglement, transforming from a fist into a palm with the speed of thunder, striking the opponent's chest.

Its power was violent. The accuser felt a fiery pain where his arms had rubbed, and then his entire body was knocked backward by a tremendous force, stumbling back.

The accuser, who had managed to stabilize himself, forcefully suppressed the blood about to gush from his mouth. He only felt his internal organs churning with agonizing pain; the opponent's powerful attack was both formidable and strange, seeming as if it wanted to burst through his body.

Du Huoguan, observing from inside the window lattice upstairs, suddenly saw his pupils contract. He clearly saw that the accuser's back seemed to bear the image of a trapped human face, as if it had suffered endless torment and was trying to break free from the confinement of flesh, or like a malevolent spirit wanting to burst out from the human body, and then quickly subsided and died, forming a bloodstain resembling a skull on the skin.

What the devil? He looked surprised and doubtful.

Nie's eyes also narrowed slightly, and he softly uttered three words, “Bathing Demon Art...”
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"What?" Du Huoguan turned to look at him, knowing that the Jailer must have seen some clue.

The accuser, who had forced himself to stand upright, began to bleed from the corners of his mouth and nostrils. He suddenly felt no pain within his body and quickly lost sensation in his internal organs. He suspected that the numbing effect of his poison needles had manifested, yet other parts of his body still had sensation.

Then he realized he was overthinking; he couldn't breathe. He looked up at Shi Chun, his eyes filled with disbelief.

When their four arms had strained against each other earlier, he could feel that their cultivation levels were not far apart. How could his defense not even withstand one palm strike from the opponent? Dong! Another drumbeat, the sixth one already.

Almost at the same time as the drumbeat, Shi Chun had already kicked off and charged, moving like a shooting star. He spun into a whip kick that landed, his brows furrowed in cold disdain, his disheveled hair fluttering.

Fearing that the opponent might not die within the regulated time, he quickly followed up with another kick.

Crack! The accuser's head rotated two and a half times on his neck, his occipital bone facing Shi Chun. His eyes refused to close, his body trembled, swaying precariously.

Dong! The seventh sound rang out, and the accuser slowly fell, his face filled with unwillingness.

The city guard's raised drumstick slowly lowered; clearly, there was no longer any need to continue drumming.

Shi Chun also slowly exhaled.

If he had been well-informed, if he had known that the several corpses he had personally killed that night had already been brought here by the city guards, he “might” not have used that killing move just now.

In his opinion, only the power behind Shen Youkun knew the location of the incident that night. Even if they had secretly colluded with the city guards, it would be impossible to openly expose those corpses here. The greatest likelihood was that the bodies would be destroyed.

Without knowing the inside story, even if he racked his brain, he couldn't figure out how the corpses appeared here.

But it was only “might”; in reality, he had no choice now. To kill an opponent of similar cultivation level within ten counts, he couldn't overcome this hurdle without a killing move.

At the same time that the accuser's body slowly fell, the skull-like blood print on his back had been obscured by the spreading subcutaneous bleeding, revealing a large, striking patch of fresh red on his back.

Upon seeing this mark, Du Huoguan behind the window lattice showed a slight loss of composure, his face moved with disbelief, “It was really him!”

Shi Chun, who had lost his hairpin and dignity during the interrogation in prison, looked around disheveled and realized a problem: besides the city guard counting beats, there was no second person at the scene. Where was the referee? Did the drummer also double as the referee?

Du Huoguan, behind the window lattice, had turned to stare at the Jailer. The final result could explain the previous process, and he finally understood the Jailer's intention in watching this duel.

Hadn't he reported earlier that Qi Yueru had every reason to suspect Shi Chun was the killer of her son and brother?

Now he naturally understood the Jailer's meaning: since there was suspicion, verify it and see if it matched the killer's attack characteristics.

As for why they had to count ten drumbeats and watch a bare-handed fight without weapons, it was now obvious: to leave Shi Chun no retreat, to force him to use a killing move.

Du Huoguan was about to say something when he saw the Jailer raise his hand, an index finger slashing out into the void like a sharp blade.

The window lattice before them remained undamaged, and no abnormality was felt. Yet, in the blood-soaked duel arena, a crack appeared out of thin air, like a glowing thread gradually expanding into a fissure.

The process was silent until a fragrant whirlwind blew out from within the crack. Shi Chun suddenly noticed and turned his head, only then seeing this anomaly.

Da, a tapping sound echoed throughout the entire city. The sound was not loud, but everyone in the city heard it clearly. Many people in the city looked around, unsure of the sound's source, as if it were tapping right next to their ears.

Wu Jinliang, sitting in the corner of his cell, soothing his wounds, paused and stood up. He hadn't known about the duel.

Shi Chun, while wary of the spatial rift, looked around to find the source of the sound.

Only Du Huoguan saw the source of the sound.

The Jailer had one hand placed on the windowsill, the tip of his index finger tapping with ease and comfort.

Tap-tap-tapping, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, the rhythm sometimes tight, sometimes loose. Each tap seemed to strike everyone's heart, making their heartbeats uncontrollably want to follow the rhythm. This feeling caused panic and made people very uncomfortable.

Fortunately, the tapping sound disappeared soon after.

Shi Chun was about to catch his breath when he suddenly stared blankly at the spatial rift. He saw the rift suddenly swell and tear open, like a giant vertical eye, ripped apart from the inside by a pair of sharp claws.

Inside, dazzling blood-red light seemed to flash, and a magnificent surge of demonic energy poured out, as if it would instantly sweep across heaven and earth. Shi Chun bore the brunt of it.

Who could endure such a fright? At least Shi Chun couldn't. He no longer cared about any rules of this place; escaping with his life was paramount. He jumped up, turned his head, and ran.

Unexpectedly, just as he sprang a foot high, he became unable to move. A powerful surge of demonic energy that swept over him had actually forcibly immobilized him in mid-air.

He once again experienced the treatment of an Immobilization Talisman, but he clearly knew that this was not an Immobilization Talisman at all. He could distinctly feel that it was pure demonic energy, powerful enough to instantly crush him into dust.

He immediately panicked; it was difficult not to be nervous and afraid.

To make matters worse, the pain of his head wanting to split into a thousand pieces and his spine feeling like it was being gnawed by countless insects reappeared at this moment. The illusory images in his right eye also reappeared.

And that surging demonic energy seemed to be omnipresent, rapidly infiltrating every corner of the entire city.

Ba Yingshan, who had resolved to avoid suspicion and stayed cooped up in his room, finally couldn't resist. He flashed out, opening his door, and was about to fly into the air to check the commotion.

Before he could even clear the rooftop, he was directly pressed to the ground by a powerful demonic energy descending from the sky.

Ba Yingshan was shocked, yet he felt that the powerful demon making the move had shown mercy, otherwise killing him would have been as easy as turning his hand.

He quickly looked around and found that he was not the only one who had fallen to the ground. Many city guards who tried to leap up to investigate were also pressed to the ground by an invisible force.

Not just them, all those attempting to ascend within the entire city fell. That demonic energy seemed to forbid any latecomers from overstepping.

On the second floor of Far-Gazing Tower, bathed in the infiltrating demonic energy, Old Tan suddenly looked back towards the inner city and asked in surprise, “Which great demon dares to cause trouble here?”

Lan Qiaoyan, who also turned to look, had a solemn expression. After a slight deliberation, she shook her head, “It should be the work of that ‘Jailer’.”

Many people in the city were in a state of alarm.

Wu Jinliang in the cage hugged his arms, looking around timidly, appearing very cold.

At this moment, Shi Chun was the most frightened.

“Hehe... hehe...”

A woman's silver-bell-like light laughter suddenly sounded behind him, and that peculiar fragrance became even more intense, as if someone was breathing warm air on the back of his neck.

Shi Chun didn't understand what was happening. What was even more terrifying was that his body, suspended in mid-air, was slowly turning, and then he saw a scene he didn't particularly want to see.

From within the torn spatial rift, a huge fox head emerged, as large as he was. Its two eerie blood-red eyes emitted a strange red glow, and its blue fur, smooth and soft, rippled like waves. The terrifying aura it exuded was daunting. It kept turning its head left and right, meticulously examining Shi Chun, as if scrutinizing food, wondering how to take a bite.

Shi Chun had never seen such a sight. He forced out a fawning, dog-like smile, attempting to curry favor.
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In his right eye, the writhing fox head was a grey mist-shadow.

The fox drew closer to sniff him, its nostrils twitching, sniffing again and again.

Shi Chun also caught the source of the fragrance, it was the fox demon before him. His smile grew more fawning, mixed with the agonizing pain within his body, making his smile truly unsightly.

The next moment, he couldn't smile anymore, his grin frozen on his face, as the great blue fox demon suddenly bared its terrifying fangs at him.

Shi Chun frantically cried out, “Fox Immortal Empress...”

He couldn't tell if it was male or female, but he guessed it was female, having heard a woman’s voice earlier.

However, his plea for mercy was cut short before he could finish.

A large, pink, slimy tongue flicked out from between the vicious fangs, swiping across his body and face a few times, then disgustedly twisted its head away, simultaneously letting out a woman’s bell-like hum, “Your blood smells foul.”

Suddenly, it lowered its head, directly biting onto the accuser’s corpse. Blood spurted out with the bite, and with a slurp, it was drawn into its mouth and carried away, terrifying Shi Chun, who was standing right there, making him shiver.

The great blue fox demon’s head then retracted into the spatial rift, and the immense demonic energy retreated like a tide. As its clutching claws withdrew from the rift, the spatial rift rapidly closed, healing in an instant as if nothing had happened. A large amount of demonic energy still lingered in the city, but the terrifying oppressive feeling that had amplified the demonic energy suddenly vanished.

Lan Qiaoyan and the others on Far-Gazing Tower, and all the bewildered people in the city, were almost all staring in the same direction.

Shi Chun landed on the ground, touching his face and body. There was wet drool, but it was nothing. He looked around, at least confirming that he was temporarily safe, but he was still shaken, his legs weak with fear, after all, the accuser had been devoured right before his eyes.

The city guard still holding the drumstick swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Clearly, he too had been terrified by that powerful oppressive aura just now.

He had wanted to run just now, but he knew someone was watching nearby and dared not abandon his post.

Du Huoguan upstairs was calm and unperturbed. After all, he knew the great blue fox demon was released by the Jailer, but he was still somewhat puzzled, reminding him, “Jailer, the wounds on the deceased can serve as evidence. Shi Chun should be clear about what happened that night.”

The implication was, why did you release a fox demon and let it eat the evidence?

Nie, however, said indifferently, “How long do you intend to keep a few corpses around? Clean them up.”

Du Huoguan was stunned. Currently, there were no other corpses besides Qi Yueru’s son’s. His eyes flickered, and he turned to look at the scene of bloodstains where the corpse was gone, instantly understanding something.

That is, what his eyes saw was the truth: the Jailer deliberately released the fox demon to eat the evidence, eating the evidence that Shi Chun killed Qi Yueru’s son! Then the meaning of the Jailer’s instruction to clean up those corpses was not hard to guess.

His eyes widened slightly. Was the Jailer trying to protect the weak-kneed young man downstairs? He found it somewhat unbelievable. What kind of person was the Jailer, to actually protect an “ant” he didn’t know? “Yes,” he replied verbally, but the astonishment in his eyes hadn’t faded. He was wondering why the Jailer would make such an astonishing move and couldn’t help but think of the ‘demonic art’ the Jailer had mentioned after recognizing it. He couldn’t quite grasp the pronunciation of the first character, there were too many homophones, but he vividly remembered the scene of the accuser’s flesh bearing a skull imprint. That was absolutely not ordinary, so he tentatively asked, “Jailer, is Shi Chun cultivating a demonic art?”

His heart was uneasy when he asked this question. Righteousness and evil cannot coexist, why would the Jailer protect someone cultivating a demonic art? Nie glanced at him, initially not wanting to explain anything, but some misunderstandings were unnecessary, and it was bad to be misunderstood when it involved the non-coexistence of righteousness and evil. He uncharacteristically explained, “The first person to cultivate this method, during the ancient war of gods and demons, severely wounded numerous demons and slew the Demon Ancestor.”

At these words, Du Huoguan was greatly shocked and blurted out, “Slew the Demon Ancestor?”

His gaze abruptly shifted to outside the window frame, looking at Shi Chun with a strange expression. This tiny ant was cultivating a technique that slew the Demon Ancestor. No wonder it displayed such powerful palm force even in its nascent stages.

As if guessing what he was thinking, and also not wanting any misunderstanding, Nie explained again, “The existence of this method has long been like a chicken rib, or even less useful than one. First, it is extremely picky about practitioners. The specific requirements are unclear, but it is said to be difficult to get started. If one can begin cultivation, it is indeed more dominant than ordinary techniques at first, as you saw, but he will have to change cultivation techniques sooner or later, otherwise he will stop at Early Martial, and it will be difficult to even enter the High Martial realm.”

Du Huoguan was puzzled, “Why?”

Nie: “Although this method is dominant once cultivated, its cultivation process is like its name: it cannot thrive without demons. It requires absorbing demonic energy for cultivation, and the higher the cultivation level, the more massive the demonic energy needed. The era of rampant demonic paths has long passed, and demonic traces are fading, making it simply impossible to sustain the cultivation of ‘Bathing Demon Art’ anymore.”

“So that’s how it is.” Du Huoguan felt relieved. Looking at Shi Chun downstairs, he was still puzzled, “The Living Prison still has the inheritance of ‘Bathing Demon Art’.”

Such a top-tier cultivation technique shouldn’t be obscure; he had never even heard of it, indicating it had been lost for a long time. Only time could defeat and submerge everything.

Nie: “Before coming to the Living Prison, I had never heard of this cultivation method. After taking over the Living Prison, when I was bored, I accidentally found a long-lost record while looking through the handover items of previous Jailers and learned about it. That was before the Heavenly Court changed masters several times. A long time ago, there was indeed a successor of ‘Bathing Demon Art’ who was banished here.”

“Ah?” Du Huoguan was very surprised, and instinctively blurted out those two words again, “Why?”

Nie: “It was precisely because the cultivation method was like a chicken rib, making it difficult to achieve success, so he had to resort to extreme measures. This cultivation method indeed has its dominant aspects. Besides absorbing demonic energy for cultivation, it can also absorb killing intent to refine the body. The place with the most intense killing intent is where large armies clash. That person secretly plotted and incited wars of slaughter in the human world. The result was too much commotion, difficult to conceal. After being caught, his cultivation was crippled, and he was thrown into this place. According to records, he perished not long after being thrown here. I never expected that after so many years, the inheritance would still continue.”

Du Huoguan nodded repeatedly. Indeed, only when a cultivation method was too useless, making it impossible for cultivators to rise, and ultimately forcing them to give up, would its name not be prominent. Otherwise, such a dominant cultivation method would not have gone uncelebrated for so many years.

Nie also looked at Shi Chun downstairs. “The most dominant aspect of this cultivation method is that those killed by it will have their souls scattered and their forms completely annihilated, completely disappearing from the world, without even a chance for reincarnation. Perhaps this is why this method is difficult to revive; the method of killing is too extreme.”

“Hiss!” Du Huoguan gasped slightly, this was equivalent to not only destroying one’s current life but also severing their next life. The method of killing was indeed too extreme. He couldn’t help but recall the struggling human face outline he had seen earlier beneath the skin, as if it had endured immense suffering and torment.

With that said, Nie raised his chin, motioning downstairs, “He won. Let them go.”

“Yes.” After receiving the order, Du Huoguan remembered that the other party intended to protect him, and reminded him again, “Jailer, it’s easy for him to leave here. After he leaves, the Qi family might not let him go. He might just die once he’s out.”

The implication was, even if you help him now, it would be in vain.

Nie pondered for a moment, then said indifferently, “That woman who came to visit the prison, execute her on the spot.”

“...” Du Huoguan thought he misheard, and quickly asked, “If we kill Qi Yueru, how do we explain to the Qi family?”

“What Qi family? Never heard of them.” Nie turned and walked towards the brocade couch, “After the execution, hang her body outside the city for public display, and say that I personally executed her!”

The meaning was very clear: afraid of them asking for an explanation? Let the Qi family come to me.
Chapter 26: Release
"Is there a need to be so hasty?" Du Huoguan felt compelled to remind him: "Jailer, while the Qi family's own strength is limited, their backing in the Heavenly Court cannot be underestimated. Killing someone's daughter without a reason truly isn't justifiable, and it will be difficult to explain to the Heavenly Court."

Nie turned and sat on the brocade couch, asking: “What was the reason Shi Chun was arrested?”

Du Huoguan: “Theft.”

Nie: “Then let it be theft.”

“...” Du Huoguan choked, speechless. Qi Yueru comes to visit someone in prison and casually steals something, and then the city guards are all just decorations, and you even personally kill her? Does that reason make sense? Someone would have to believe it, too.

However, he quickly understood the intention. It was precisely because the reason didn’t make sense that it could protect someone.

Anyway, he would still have to personally handle the fabrication of charges later.

After figuring it out, he reminded again: “Qi Yueru should know who the internal spy is.”

“Investigating the internal spy is your business.” Nie dismissed it with a single sentence, clearly feeling that he had talked too much. He lifted his feet, turned on his side, and lay down on the couch again, adding: “Shi Chun can be released, but the theft case will not be closed. Tell them that if new clues are found, they will be interrogated at any time.”

“Ah?” Even Du Huoguan, with his imposing demeanor, was somewhat dumbfounded at this moment. Releasing someone to freedom, letting them leave the Land of Exile, but still being able to apprehend them at any time—how could that be done? There was no such precedent in the Land of Exile. Fearing he had misunderstood, he couldn’t help but confirm: “Is it release from the city, or release from the Living Prison?”

After asking this, he immediately felt his question was a bit redundant.

Indeed, the Jailer already looked too lazy to answer.

But he still braved it and asked the doubt in his heart, “Jailer, why protect such a small figure as Shi Chun?”

“If you can ask it, there’s no need for an explanation,” Nie responded indifferently, slowly closing his eyes.

With his intention to no longer engage clear, Du Huoguan, helpless, left with his doubts.

Shi Chun, who was in the dueling arena, had been looking around, bored and lonely, unsure what was going on. It seemed no one was paying attention to him. He looked at the city guard beating the drum; the latter stood motionless by the drum stand, occasionally glancing at him.

In truth, Shi Chun had already noticed two other people on the rooftop of the pavilion, having seen them just before the strange phenomenon in his right eye disappeared, but he pretended as if he had seen nothing.

For him, the biggest discovery wasn’t what his right eye saw, but confirming how to activate its ability.

Nervousness! Yes, it was nervousness. As long as his emotions entered a state of tension, the strange ability of his right eye would be activated.

The question he had been pondering had dimly dawned on him while he was being tortured in prison.

Upon first entering the Zhixu City prison and facing interrogation, he truly couldn’t help but be nervous. The result was that once he got nervous, his right eye’s ability activated, allowing him to vaguely grasp the commonality among several instances of special ability activation, though he wasn’t sure.

He hadn’t expected the opportunity to confirm it to come so quickly. The sudden appearance of the Azure Fox Great Demon instantly brought his nervousness to the perfect level.

Ultimately, this also confirmed his conjecture: nervousness could trigger the anomalous ability of his right eye.

Downstairs by the entrance, Du Huoguan walked out. Shi Chun didn’t know who he was, but he had seen him in prison before.

Du Huoguan raised a hand and beckoned the drumming city guard over, instructing him to take Shi Chun away for record-keeping.

There was no other way; the Jailer had said the case wouldn't be closed, so there needed to be some basis here for apprehending them at any time. Otherwise, on what grounds could they be brought back from the outside? The Living Prison had no jurisdiction over the outside world, nor would others' jurisdictions allow the Living Prison to intervene arbitrarily. Conversely, would the Living Prison allow the outside world to intervene at will?

In the guest courtyard wing, several city guards arrived and knocked on the door.

A restless Qi Yueru opened the door. Seeing the people outside, she was slightly wary and asked, “What is it?”

The leader said: “You’ve stayed here too long. The Prison Inspector has an order to expel you. Take your belongings and leave.”

Qi Yueru was eager to leave quickly, so she immediately complied, gathering her items and stepping out.

After being led to the barbican gate, the final measure was to be executed: a body search. As she was a woman, a female city guard was naturally assigned to the task.

Qi Yueru obediently cooperated. However, as soon as she turned around, she was met with a violent blow, spitting blood. Before she could even react to what was happening, she was pressed to the ground.

Someone immediately covered her mouth, and others grabbed her arms and legs, snapping them one by one, causing her to whimper in agony.

They were truly ruthless, not playing around at all. Especially the act of covering her mouth, which immediately made her realize that she had been exposed, and Ba Yingshan wanted to silence her!

She was unwilling and immediately wanted to shout out and expose everything, but she forcibly held back the words at the tip of her tongue.

Exposing Ba Yingshan would mean her own death, and Ba Yingshan would then expose the Qi family, where her dearest family members resided.

Before she came, her family had secretly instructed her that if her mission was exposed, she alone was to bear all responsibility; it was all her individual action.

If she hadn’t firmly kept this in mind, she might have actually blurted out Ba Yingshan’s name just now.

“What are you doing? What are you doing...” Qi Yueru whimpered in muffled cries, struggling in agony.

Seeing that she was about to be silenced without revealing the other party, the person next to her who had signaled to act looked up towards the barbican wall.

Du Huoguan revealed his face from behind the wall, looking at the person pressed down below. He felt a bit of pity in his heart; she still wouldn’t speak even like this, knowing she wouldn’t open her mouth again.

The Jailer only made decisions, while he had to also manage other matters. Just as the Jailer said, investigating the internal spy was his business.

Seeing that they had not succeeded, he subtly nodded. The person who had looked up understood, immediately walked to the side of the pinned-down Qi Yueru, leaned down, and delivered a punch to Qi Yueru’s lower back, directly indenting her back.

Blood spurted from between the five fingers covering Qi Yueru’s mouth. Qi Yueru, bleeding from all seven orifices, had a face full of bitterness and despair. She didn’t even have time for regret or remorse, twitching a few times before falling still.

Crack, fearing she wasn’t dead, someone else twisted her neck.

Then the body was directly dragged away, brazenly pulled all the way outside the inner city gate, and hung by a rope.

The entire execution process, from beginning to end, was swift, decisive, and merciless.

Soon, a crowd gathered to watch. The city guards deliberately spread the news, saying she was killed by the Jailer himself for theft.

What? The Jailer personally acted? Like a stone stirring a thousand ripples, everyone buzzed with discussion, and the news spread rapidly.

At Far-Gazing Tower, Lan Qiaoyan, upon hearing the news, was incredulous. She personally rushed to the inner city gate to confirm that the deceased was indeed Qi Yueru.

Not to mention outsiders, even the city guards themselves were shocked upon hearing the news, suspecting it was a rumor. Would Lord Jailer act for such a small matter? However, after learning it was told by their own colleagues, they had to believe it, as colleagues dared not speak falsely about the Jailer.

The news naturally reached Ba Yingshan’s ears, scaring him out of his wits. He continued to hide in his room to avoid suspicion.

He didn’t believe the Jailer would personally kill Qi Yueru for such a small matter. Was there even a need to say why? He could only hope that Qi Yueru didn’t expose him before her death...

Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang, in tattered clothes and covered in injuries, also walked out of the inner city gate, having been released. Their weapons and belongings were returned to them.

Seeing the crowd blocking the entrance, Wu Jinliang scoffed, “Are they here to welcome us, or are they waiting to see our misfortune?”

He soon realized he was overthinking; he saw everyone pointing towards the top of the city gate. The two men who had just walked out of the gate looked up and saw the hanging female corpse. Neither recognized her.

Wu Jinliang gave another ‘eh’ and asked a bystander, “What’s going on?”

There was a lot he didn’t know, he didn’t even know that Shi Chun beside him had already fought a duel for their lives.
Chapter 27: Happy Accident
Those who were watching the commotion and being questioned saw that the two had come out of the inner city and looked as if they had been roughed up. Unsure of the situation, they didn't dare say much, only mentioning casually, “They say someone was caught stealing in the inner city and was personally executed by the Jailer.”

Another thief? Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang exchanged glances, both feeling a chill down their spines. They had been arrested on charges of theft.

The public interest surrounding the female corpse's cause of death meant most people didn't pay much attention to the two coming out of the inner city.

Most people coming and going from Zhixu City were in a constant state of flux; those who had seen the two arrested earlier had long since come and gone in waves. Few would wait here continuously for them to emerge, and those who were here weren't waiting for them.

“Oh, Chief Shi is out, are you alright?”

Someone asked in surprise, looking very concerned.

Shi Chun found the person familiar but couldn't recall who it was. He shrugged, giving a helpless gesture, then led the equally ragged Wu Jinliang away from the scene.

He saw Lan Qiaoyan in the crowd.

Lan Qiaoyan, who was being protected by several people from Far-Gazing Tower while watching the commotion, also saw the two of them. She turned around first and led her people away, and Shi Chun and his companion followed.

After the two left, someone said to a bystander, “They actually came out alive. Thankfully, we didn't gloat to their faces earlier, otherwise, with those two rascals' temperament, they'd definitely come looking for trouble.”

Another person said, “Since they're fine, it'll probably be hard to see them again. They shouldn't be returning to East Nine Plains, right? After Zhixu City is unsealed, they should be leaving the Land of Exile.”

The former stroked his chin and nodded, “That's true.”

At Far-Gazing Tower, as soon as Lan Qiaoyan and her group entered, Shi Chun and his companion followed closely behind.

As they passed through the hall, the Young Apprentice, sitting in a corner guarding a pile of ledgers with a distracted look, his eyes lit up. He stood up with a whoosh and quickly ran up to the two, examining them from head to toe.

Wu Jinliang chuckled, “Shatang, did you miss us?”

As he spoke, he unslung his satchel, rummaged inside, and pulled out a layered, colorful stone, handing it to the Young Apprentice.

This was an old habit of theirs; whenever they came to see Miss Miao, they would collect unique stones as gifts for this Young Apprentice.

Their initial access to Miss Miao was gained by "bribing" this Young Apprentice effectively.

“Shatang” was the nickname Miss Miao gave the Young Apprentice because his surname was Sha and he loved sweets. Shi Chun and the others followed suit and called him that.

Seeing the stone with its distinctly layered colors, which had a strong visual impact, the Young Apprentice held it in his hand, clearly delighted. He looked at the two again and said, “It's good that you're alright. I knew you'd be fine after the proprietress entered the inner city.”

Upon hearing this, Shi Chun's eyes flickered. He had felt something was different when the interrogation style changed earlier, and he suspected if the proprietress had intervened, after all, when he was being arrested, he had wailed and called for his 'mother' while dragging Wu Jinliang along, precisely with that hope in mind.

This now confirmed his suspicion.

“Little Sha,” Old Tan's voice came.

The few people looked over, only to see Old Tan, who had already entered the back hall, turn back and emerge, glaring at the Young Apprentice with a warning look, clearly faulting him for speaking out of turn.

For Far-Gazing Tower, aside from doing business here, they would not interfere with anything in the Land of Exile; this was an unwritten rule.

The Young Apprentice seemed to realize he had misspoken, stuck out his tongue, but didn't appear too afraid of Old Tan. In any case, he quickly ran back behind the counter to flip through the ledgers.

Shi Chun, meanwhile, quickly walked up to Old Tan. Just as he was about to request an announcement, Old Tan already nodded slightly and said, “Come in.”

Shi Chun quickly cupped his hands in thanks. Wu Jinliang hesitated for a moment but ultimately bit the bullet and followed.

After passing through the back hall and up the stairs, they found Lan Qiaoyan seated elegantly, brewing tea in the hall on the second floor. That level of graceful enjoyment was something people in the Land of Exile could only envy.

“Thank you, Proprietress, for saving my life.” Shi Chun stepped forward, cupped his hands, and bowed.

Lan Qiaoyan flipped her hand, creating an invisible force that prevented him from bowing further, “I don't understand what you're saying. Has the theft case been cleared up?”

Seeing that she refused the bow, he could somewhat guess the reason. Remembering the kindness in his heart was enough, so he immediately gave up, shaking his head, “It hasn't been cleared up.”

Upon hearing this, Lan Qiaoyan and Old Tan both froze.

Old Tan interjected, “If it hasn't been cleared up, why were you released?”

“Alas,” Shi Chun sighed helplessly, then maintained his refined demeanor, “That accuser was killed by me.”

He felt that Lan Qiaoyan's rescue of him was somewhat related to the refined demeanor he consistently displayed. He was clearly very different from those coarse brutes; otherwise, she wouldn't have treated him specially all this time.

“Ah?” Wu Jinliang exclaimed, dumbfounded. There was such a thing? How did I not know? But now he finally understood what the city guard who filed their case meant by the owner of the stolen goods being dead.

Both of the other two were also stunned. Old Tan asked in surprise, “You killed that owner in the inner city?”

His words clearly contained another layer of inquiry: you acted so recklessly, how come those people in the inner city didn't kill you?

Shi Chun immediately explained, “It's not what you think. It was a duel. They said the higher-ups gave the order, too lazy to fuss over trivial matters, telling me and the accuser to duel. The loser would be executed, the winner released. I won, and then we were released.”

Silence. The hall was so quiet one could hear a pin drop. Lan Qiaoyan frowned and muttered, “So capricious?”

She was also muttering to herself, after all that, it turned out her intervention hadn't been of much use; they had fought their way out themselves.

Then she heard Shi Chun's tone turn melancholic, “But the case isn't over yet. They said because I killed the accuser, the case cannot be concluded. So they released us first, but if any new clues are found in the future, they'll bring us back from the outside for further interrogation.”

Speaking of this, he couldn't help but sigh, lamenting what evil he had done. Others gained freedom upon leaving the Land of Exile, but he left with a loose end, which was tantamount to leaving a hidden danger, who knew when it would flare up.

It also left him with a lingering worry, making him unable to feel happy about leaving.

“There's such a thing?” Lan Qiaoyan was surprised, then turned and asked Old Tan, “Old Tan, can the Living Prison release people like this?”

Old Tan shook his head in astonishment, looking as if he had never heard or seen such a thing before.

After another period of silence in the hall, the matter could only be temporarily put aside, and any questions would have to be clarified later.

Lan Qiaoyan changed the subject and asked, “What happened with Qi Yueru stealing something and being killed by the Jailer?”

Although Shi Chun was somewhat sensitive to the surname Qi, he had no idea who Qi Yueru was. He reacted to the words 'Jailer' and retorted, “The one hanging on the city gate?”

Lan Qiaoyan said meaningfully, “She's Shen Youkun's mother. You didn't know?”

“Ah?” Wu Jinliang exclaimed first, and the two brothers exchanged glances again.

This time, it was Shi Chun's turn to ask in surprise, “How could Shen Youkun's mother run into the inner city to steal something?”

Seeing that the two didn't seem to be faking it and genuinely didn't know, Lan Qiaoyan stopped asking. She picked up the brewed tea, took a sip, and after putting down the teacup, slowly said, “Qi Yueru ran to Zhixu City and was killed by the Jailer, who sits above the clouds, for stealing. I don't believe it; there must have been something else that angered the Jailer.

Her son died, her brother also died, and Qi Yueru herself died. That whole group might have done something unspeakable in the Land of Exile. I don't know how deeply you two are involved or if you know what it was, but the Qi family should know.

Your offending Shen Youkun is no secret. Now, with the Jailer personally killing Qi Yueru, those who know the truth understand what the Jailer is investigating. The guilty Qi family will, at most, only dare to seek justice superficially without further visible involvement in that unspeakable matter.

Especially the process of your capture and release this time is somewhat unclear, so the Qi family should not dare to have any further involvement with you. I don't know if you can understand what I mean, but in short, the Jailer's strong action this time was a happy accident for you, helping you resolve a big problem.”
Chapter 28: Six Thousand Merit
Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang blinked, one listening with confusion, the other completely bewildered.

None of them were good people; they were all putting on an act.

Things had been explained so clearly to them, and they even knew the real inside story, so how could they not understand?

Both of them now understood the point that the Qi family feared, and they were quite pleased. They hadn't expected that after being falsely accused, a bad thing would turn into a good one; their luck was so good, and the dark clouds over their future had dispersed in such a way.

Now, it seemed the suffering of being arrested and tortured in prison was worth it.

Just then, a waiter from the tower ran up, scanned the group, and reported, “Proprietress, Zhixu City has lifted the blockade, and the passage to the outside world is clear again. Our prepared goods can be sent out at any time.”

Lan Qiaoyan nodded slightly, stood up, and commanded, “Then let’s depart.”

“Yes.” Old Tan responded, then looked at Shi Chun and the other man. “Are you two continuing together, or do you plan to stay and continue to amuse yourselves?”

Wu Jinliang quickly said, “Let’s go, let’s go.”

Shi Chun also nodded, “Let’s go together, let’s go together.”

This cursed place, everything that needed to be concluded had been, and all the suffering had been endured. Neither of them wanted to stay for another moment. The legendary glamorous world outside had long been yearned for, and at this moment, their eyes couldn’t help but gleam.

Fortunately, they hadn’t become dizzy with joy yet. Shi Chun again put on the gentle smile he had practiced countless times and bowed to Lan Qiaoyan, “Thank you, Proprietress, for your care over the years. Shi Chun bids farewell now. Your great kindness will be repaid later!”

“That...” Wu Jinliang, who also bowed, hesitated for a moment, but in the end, he brazenly called out, “Mother, I’m leaving, take care. Same for me, your great kindness will be repaid later!” Then he lowered his head somewhat fearfully, picked up the large saber he had just put down on the ground, and dared not look up.

Still daring to call her mother? Lan Qiaoyan rolled her eyes again at his words, intending to scold him, but for some inexplicable reason, she herself didn’t know why, that big man’s “Mother” made her nose sting a little. She pursed her lips, feeling like she had seen a ghost.

She uncharacteristically did not scold the big man again. She turned around, moved to the window, and said with her back to them, “The living conditions outside are better than here, but people always want too much. For the road ahead, you two must take good care of yourselves. All right, you may all go. Old Tan, take them.”

“Yes.” Old Tan responded, then extended his hand to invite the two.

Shi Chun and the other man successively bowed again to the woman’s back at the window, then turned and followed Old Tan.

There weren’t many people from Far-Gazing Tower delivering goods, just ten. They looked empty-handed, with nothing on them.

Old Tan entrusted Shi Chun and the other man to them, personally seeing them off. He only returned after sending everyone into the entrance of the barbican.

When he turned around, he found Lan Qiaoyan had also arrived, with the bare-chested, bearded blacksmith beside her.

Old Tan was a bit surprised. It was one thing for the proprietress to be worried about the goods, but why was the blacksmith here? He walked over, and before he could speak, Lan Qiaoyan explained first, “The blacksmith said he wanted to see the big man off.”

Old Tan was immediately puzzled, staring at the blacksmith, sizing him up and down. “See Wu Jinliang off? When did you two big men become so close?”

The blacksmith blew his beard and glared. “Close, my foot! When he forged that big saber back then, I told him he used too much material and the weapon was too heavy, that fighting in the Land of Exile with it was suicide. But he said I was wrong, that not only would it not lead to death, but it contained the secret to survival. I didn’t believe him then, so he made a bet with me, saying that when he left alive, I would believe him. The wager was that when he left, I would personally see him off.”

Now, it wasn’t just Old Tan who was curious; Lan Qiaoyan asked, “So you lost?”

The blacksmith grumbled, “I lost to that big man’s shamelessness.”

Old Tan couldn’t help himself. “Quickly, tell us, what secret to survival was hidden in his big saber?”

“Heh.” The blacksmith revealed a look of vexation mixed with amusement. “Before, when he came to the blacksmith shop to bid farewell, and I heard he was leaving, I asked him to reveal the secret. That’s when I realized that scoundrel had long forgotten the bet. I’ve been thinking about it all these years, and he only remembered when I reminded him.

What’s hateful is that after remembering, that fellow actually reneged! He didn’t want to reveal the saber’s secret to survival, saying it was a joke and to let it go. How could I be so easily fooled? Of course, I had to count him as having lost the bet and settle the score to punish him. He couldn’t take it anymore and then revealed the truth.”

As he said the words “truth,” his expression was somewhat contorted.

With such anticipation built, Lan Qiaoyan personally urged, “Quickly, what happened?”

The blacksmith let out another cold chuckle, shaking his head. “He said that these years he had more than just experienced a hundred battles. Every time two groups of people rushed into battle, he was always the first to jump out, shouting and charging ahead. Everyone praised his bravery, but in reality, he was always the last one to arrive. There was nothing he could do; everyone understood, who could blame him when his saber was too heavy, and he couldn’t run fast?”

Lan Qiaoyan and Old Tan were speechless, instantly understanding.

Especially Lan Qiaoyan, a shiver ran down her spine. This was the cheap son who called her mother; she had just felt a pang in her nose because of him and couldn’t help but follow the blacksmith to see him off.

“He said that running at the very end allowed him to avoid strong enemies, and he could choose opponents that were advantageous for him to fight. He said that he could live until now, and that precious saber deserved great credit.

He even asked me to keep it a secret for him, saying that if he met someone he liked in this Land of Exile in the future, he could teach them this life-saving method.

This shameless scoundrel, I am truly impressed by him. I admit defeat and kept my promise to see him off, but he actually forgot again. I ran over and couldn’t even clearly see his back, only his butt.”

“Alright, alright, don’t be angry.” Old Tan, trying to suppress his laughter, quickly urged him to calm down. “Maybe it’s not that he’s forgetful; he was caught by the city guards before and put through a rough time. He’s covered in injuries, and it was quite a bit of suffering, so it’s normal for him not to remember this for a while.”

“Hmph.” The blacksmith flung his hand and left.

Lan Qiaoyan looked up at the sky, her face also tight, and then she left.

Only Old Tan remained at the entrance, watching, guarding against anything that might prevent a normal departure.

Returning to Far-Gazing Tower, Lan Qiaoyan found a distinguished guest in the room. Du Huoguan stood alone by the window with his hands behind his back, the shadow of the window frame on his face.

Lan Qiaoyan waved her hand, dismissing her subordinates, and smiled, “What wind brings the Prison Inspector here?”

Du Huoguan did not turn around, and said indifferently with his back to her, “The big and small affairs within these twelve cities of the Living Prison, if one were to truly compare, even I might not be as clear as you. This is also a testament to your Far-Gazing Tower’s capability. You generally don’t interfere in matters outside of business, especially when it involves the city guards. You wouldn’t act rashly without knowing the depth of things. Since you mentioned that batch of supplies, you must already know how they entered. Tell me, who is the internal spy in the city guards?”

Lan Qiaoyan’s smile vanished. Her eyes flickered for a moment, then she smiled again, “The Prison Inspector overestimates me; I truly do not know.”

Du Huoguan: “The reason I came alone is that I don’t want a third person to hear. You can rest assured and speak freely.”

Lan Qiaoyan smiled, her reply firm, “I truly do not know.”

Du Huoguan suddenly turned, staring coldly at her. “You came to me, and I gave you face. If you conduct business this way, I’m afraid you won’t last long.”

Lan Qiaoyan paused slightly, then sighed, “The Prison Inspector already has a target in mind for who the internal spy is. Why trouble me? I truly do not know.”

Du Huoguan’s eyes flashed with a thoughtful expression. He said nothing more and strode away.

Lan Qiaoyan respectfully saw him off.

Inside the barbican, the group of delivery people from Far-Gazing Tower all took out the Universe Bags hidden on their bodies and poured out a large amount of items for inspection.

Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang exchanged glances. It wasn’t the first time they had seen Universe Bags; they had seen one in Qi Ziru’s hands.

Unlike Far-Gazing Tower’s large quantity of goods, which took a long time to inspect, the small amount of items on the two of them were quickly cleared after being casually swept over by magic.

Afterwards, the two followed instructions to a small government office at the base of the wall. Inside sat a white-bearded old man who verified their identities and asked them to confirm if the recorded Merit for them was correct.

The Merit they had accumulated was exactly six thousand, no more, no less.

In the previous distribution, they had given all other Merit to the rest of East Nine Plains, keeping a round number for themselves.

And the amount of Merit sufficient for departure was exactly five thousand.

After confirming the amount was correct, the white-bearded old man took out a large roll of something resembling light, white silk gauze. He spread out a portion of it on the desk, immediately revealing neatly attached, densely packed gold dust.

Each grain of gold dust was of uniform size and appearance, like osmanthus petals, golden-red yet emitting a purple flame-like aura.

Their eyes lit up. Although it was their first time seeing it, they had heard of it for a long time and knew it was the currency used in the cultivation world outside, called Sandalwood Gold, commonly known as Wood Gold. The purple flame-like aura inherent to it could be used to verify its authenticity and was also a frequent component in refining treasures. It could also be used for illumination; one grain in hand could light a dark room.

The white-bearded old man pointed at the gold dust on the white silk, gesticulating up and down. “One vertical line is one hundred gold. Cutting sixty lines for you will be six thousand gold.”

As he spoke, he counted out sixty lines in front of them, then swiftly cut them. He handed them to Wu Jinliang first, telling him to count them on the spot and sign for them. Once they left, if they found the amount was short, it would not be acknowledged here.

Shi Chun’s portion was naturally not left out; sixty lines were cut for him as well.

After confirming the amounts were correct, both thanked the old man.

After that came the wait, waiting for those from Far-Gazing Tower to leave together. Although Lan Qiaoyan had said the Qi family wouldn’t dare to make a move again, who knew if the Qi family was aware of this situation right now? The two felt it was better to be cautious.

Far-Gazing Tower had too many goods. The two waited for a full hour before they could finally depart together.

The exit passage was a wide corridor within the barbican. The deeper they went, the darker it became, until they couldn’t see their hands in front of their faces, but a point of white light always remained ahead.

Although Shi Chun and the other man were walking this path for the first time, they had heard about it countless times. That white light was the exit to the outside world. Their hearts swelled with emotion, becoming more and more excited as they walked...
Chapter 29: Zhaotian City
Inside the pitch-black tunnel, the newly acquired Wood Gold came in handy, the purple flame energy illuminating a certain range. Along the way, whether it was an illusion or not, virtual ripples flickered from time to time, and Wu Jinliang's loud voice echoed.

“I heard that all the girls outside are as fair as Miss Miao...”

Wu Jinliang, carrying his pack and saber, strode forward with his head held high. Despite his ragged appearance, he couldn’t hide his immense excitement and ambition, talking extensively about women and clamoring about visiting brothels once they were out.

Shi Chun almost joined in, thinking about the rumored enchanting scenery of brothels. Fortunately, he wasn’t completely carried away by excitement and hadn’t entirely lost his vigilance. He quickly remembered that everyone around him was from Far-Gazing Tower, and since he was, after all, pursuing Miss Miao, how could he discuss such shameless topics?

He couldn’t burn bridges, especially since they hadn’t completely crossed the river yet.

However, the women in the Land of Exile were indeed too dark, as dirty, as dark, and as unkempt as they were.

In front of the Far-Gazing Tower entourage, Shi Chun not only acted less vulgar than Wu Jinliang but also displayed his refinement. He emphasized that the first thing he would do after getting out was to buy books to read, and the second was to buy himself a good set of clothes.

Look at this level of integrity: loving books more than himself, willing to forgo dignity for books.

Wu Jinliang felt disdain in his heart, but on the surface, he looked very admiring of the Chief. After all, the Chief’s fists were bigger.

When they discussed buying books and clothes, they realized that there were quite a lot of things needed to settle down and make a living, especially the unfathomable cost of cultivation resources, which made them feel tight on money.

It was only then that natives like them, who came from the Land of Exile, could feel a tiny bit of friendliness from the Living Prison. The sum of money given to them upon their release was quite significant, preventing them from taking desperate measures due to financial hardship and giving them a period of adjustment.

Although the money they brought out was earned by their own desperate efforts.

As the white light at the exit grew larger and they could even see the scenery outside, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang were too excited to speak, their hearts trembling, their hands trembling, fearing they were dreaming, afraid the beautiful dream would end.

Far-Gazing Tower’s group had already walked out of the cave entrance and stopped, looking back.

The guards in armor on either side of the cave entrance also looked back into the cave. They were fine, accustomed to seeing similar things.

The Far-Gazing Tower leader shouted, “It’s too late if you don’t want to come out. That place won’t take you back. Even if you commit a crime in the future, you might not be punished by being sent here.”

As soon as the words fell, a guard barked, “Out!”

Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang, in their tattered clothes, slowly walked into the sunlight with bated breath, their faces full of awkwardness.

Before their eyes were blue skies and white clouds, continuous green mountains, distant waterfalls rushing, and the fragrance of green grass and vegetation assailing their sense of smell. Everything widened their eyes and also gave them an uncomfortable sense of dizziness.

It was real dizziness; both felt a swaying sensation as if drunk.

The guards knew this was normal. The air in the Land of Exile was actually thinner, and people unaccustomed to the outside world indeed felt dizzy when they first emerged.

Fortunately, both were cultivators and quickly adapted. Looking back, they saw a city gate tower embedded in the mountaintop. The chilling, skeletal characters “Twelve Cities” were carved on the cave gate, and a group of guards was clearly stationed on the city.

“Are you coming or not?” The Far-Gazing Tower leader urged again. They had no time to admire the scenery here; they had seen it countless times before.

How could they not go? The two quickly followed, their tattered figures swiftly descending the mountain.

The two were slow coming down the mountain: sometimes they embraced a tree by the roadside and affectionately rubbed against it; sometimes they grabbed a handful of grass, stuffed it into their mouths to chew, spit it out because it was bitter, eating and spitting countless times along the way, unable to resist tasting it with their taste buds despite the awful flavor; sometimes they picked a fresh flower, ecstatic; sometimes they jumped into a stream, shouting wildly, “Wah-ha-ha!”

Distances mountains shrouded in mist, the calls of deer, ethereal birdsong in their ears, insects and ants scurrying, bees and butterflies adorning flower stamens—everything was so beautiful.

Too beautiful, so beautiful that they frequently lost control, occasionally acting like mad dogs. The Far-Gazing Tower people couldn’t call them back; they’d lose control from time to time.

After the two jumped into a clear pool and splashed water on each other, their eyes met, and they suddenly hugged each other, burying their heads and sobbing bitterly.

Wu Jinliang pounded Shi Chun’s back, choking out a complaint, “We should have come out a long time ago. I told you to come out early, how many times did I call, but you just wouldn’t go.”

Shi Chun also whimpered, “It’s not like I didn’t let you go. You could have left a long time ago.”

“You didn’t leave, I couldn’t feel at ease.”

“Bah, do I need you to worry? I even...”

Before he finished speaking, two figures flashed over, pulled them apart, directly lifted them out of the pool, and flew away with them.

The two had been dawdling, their words like wind in their ears. The Far-Gazing Tower group truly couldn’t stand it anymore. Coupled with their low cultivation, which made them slow and wasted time, the group simply decided to carry them by flying.

If Old Tan hadn’t given instructions before they left, they really would have abandoned the two.

Instantly, the group felt the whole world become peaceful and free.

Before long, someone behind them shouted, “Why make such a huge saber? Are you a beast?!”

It was the person who picked up Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang’s luggage from behind, discovering he had picked up a huge burden. Wu Jinliang’s large saber was too heavy, at least equivalent to two or three people. By rules, it couldn’t be mixed with Far-Gazing Tower’s goods. This heavy load would definitely be uncomfortable for a long journey, so he couldn’t help but curse, saying he would have thrown it away if it weren’t for Old Tan’s reputation.

Wu Jinliang shrank his neck and said nothing.

Shi Chun, however, asked the leader who was carrying him, “Where are we going?”

The leader said, “We’ll drop you off at the nearest city, and our job will be done.”

Shi Chun asked again, “Where are you going?”

The leader replied, “Naturally, to Far-Gazing Tower to report.”

Shi Chun: “I heard Far-Gazing Tower is all over the world. Isn’t there one in the nearest city?”

The leader said, “The nearest city is too small to handle this much cargo we have. We need to deliver it to a place that needs it.”

Shi Chun blinked and said, “We also want to go with you to see things, and listen to your guidance. Old Tan promised us, didn’t he tell you?”

In reality, they were afraid that the Qi family hadn’t received the news from the Living Prison and that being unprotected at this time would be dangerous.

After some negotiation, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang repeatedly guaranteed that they would not be disobedient or run around again, after which the group changed their direction.

A group of High Martial cultivators could fly two or three miles with one leap in the mountains, which greatly impressed Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang.

They occasionally stopped along the way, and in a blink of an eye, it was the next morning.

A cluster of pavilions and towers hidden deep in the mountains suddenly appeared before their eyes in a visually striking manner. Canyons and lakes were connected, with signs of human activity among the splendid buildings, and mists rising from the shimmering lake waters. People coming and going seemed to be in a painting, and there were even figures flying into the sky, spiritual birds rising and falling, a scene of an immortal realm, which left Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang stunned.

This place was the destination of the Far-Gazing Tower group, Zhaotian City.

Still dumbfounded, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang were pulled by the Far-Gazing Tower group, flying into the canyon and landing in a pavilion by a waterfall and pool.

“Alright, we’re here.”

The leader dropped these words and left.

Clang-clang, someone threw down Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang’s weapons and packs, and everyone turned and left, clearly unwilling to waste any more words on these two burdens.

Along the way, they didn’t even tell the two their names, perhaps too lazy to, or for some other reason.

Never mind, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang weren’t angry; they had no such thoughts. They were extremely curious, picked up their ragged belongings from the ground, and left.

Several rivers snaked through the middle of the canyon, with many bridges at the valley floor. Numerous buildings soared high, and many pavilions were built into the cliff faces on both sides, with various large and small stone steps winding up the walls. The valley contained various shops, and amidst the splendid buildings were many dilapidated wooden-tiled houses. People frequently flew through the air.

A young woman walked to an open terrace, suddenly flipped over, and transformed into a colorful large snake, then lay on her belly to sunbathe.

A large rat climbed onto the eaves and extended its claw to hang a bell.

People of all sorts, bustling and lively.

Clap! A sudden sound of a gavel striking a table, nearly startling Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang, who were dazed and looking around by the roadside. What was happening? The two turned their heads to see, in a hall a few steps up, an old man putting down his gavel. Facing a group of leisurely guests, he intoned with a theatrical voice, “The Ten Yama Kings form their own realm, sealing off Hell for eight hundred years. The Jailer of the Twelve Cities defies heavenly laws, holding power over the Living Prison, heeding calls but not declarations. Furthermore, the Four Continents harbor powerful factions, feigning obedience while acting contrary. The Empress, having usurped her position, desires to re-establish true heavenly order, but her grand ambitions are hard to achieve...”
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Inside the pitch-black tunnel, the newly acquired Wood Gold came in handy, the purple flame energy illuminating a certain range. Along the way, whether it was an illusion or not, virtual ripples flickered from time to time, and Wu Jinliang's loud voice echoed.

“I heard that all the girls outside are as fair as Miss Miao...”

Wu Jinliang, carrying his pack and saber, strode forward with his head held high. Despite his ragged appearance, he couldn’t hide his immense excitement and ambition, talking extensively about women and clamoring about visiting brothels once they were out.

Shi Chun almost joined in, thinking about the rumored enchanting scenery of brothels. Fortunately, he wasn’t completely carried away by excitement and hadn’t entirely lost his vigilance. He quickly remembered that everyone around him was from Far-Gazing Tower, and since he was, after all, pursuing Miss Miao, how could he discuss such shameless topics?

He couldn’t burn bridges, especially since they hadn’t completely crossed the river yet.

However, the women in the Land of Exile were indeed too dark, as dirty, as dark, and as unkempt as they were.

In front of the Far-Gazing Tower entourage, Shi Chun not only acted less vulgar than Wu Jinliang but also displayed his refinement. He emphasized that the first thing he would do after getting out was to buy books to read, and the second was to buy himself a good set of clothes.

Look at this level of integrity: loving books more than himself, willing to forgo dignity for books.

Wu Jinliang felt disdain in his heart, but on the surface, he looked very admiring of the Chief. After all, the Chief’s fists were bigger.

When they discussed buying books and clothes, they realized that there were quite a lot of things needed to settle down and make a living, especially the unfathomable cost of cultivation resources, which made them feel tight on money.

It was only then that natives like them, who came from the Land of Exile, could feel a tiny bit of friendliness from the Living Prison. The sum of money given to them upon their release was quite significant, preventing them from taking desperate measures due to financial hardship and giving them a period of adjustment.

Although the money they brought out was earned by their own desperate efforts.

As the white light at the exit grew larger and they could even see the scenery outside, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang were too excited to speak, their hearts trembling, their hands trembling, fearing they were dreaming, afraid the beautiful dream would end.

Far-Gazing Tower’s group had already walked out of the cave entrance and stopped, looking back.

The guards in armor on either side of the cave entrance also looked back into the cave. They were fine, accustomed to seeing similar things.

The Far-Gazing Tower leader shouted, “It’s too late if you don’t want to come out. That place won’t take you back. Even if you commit a crime in the future, you might not be punished by being sent here.”

As soon as the words fell, a guard barked, “Out!”

Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang, in their tattered clothes, slowly walked into the sunlight with bated breath, their faces full of awkwardness.

Before their eyes were blue skies and white clouds, continuous green mountains, distant waterfalls rushing, and the fragrance of green grass and vegetation assailing their sense of smell. Everything widened their eyes and also gave them an uncomfortable sense of dizziness.

It was real dizziness; both felt a swaying sensation as if drunk.

The guards knew this was normal. The air in the Land of Exile was actually thinner, and people unaccustomed to the outside world indeed felt dizzy when they first emerged.

Fortunately, both were cultivators and quickly adapted. Looking back, they saw a city gate tower embedded in the mountaintop. The chilling, skeletal characters “Twelve Cities” were carved on the cave gate, and a group of guards was clearly stationed on the city.

“Are you coming or not?” The Far-Gazing Tower leader urged again. They had no time to admire the scenery here; they had seen it countless times before.

How could they not go? The two quickly followed, their tattered figures swiftly descending the mountain.

The two were slow coming down the mountain: sometimes they embraced a tree by the roadside and affectionately rubbed against it; sometimes they grabbed a handful of grass, stuffed it into their mouths to chew, spit it out because it was bitter, eating and spitting countless times along the way, unable to resist tasting it with their taste buds despite the awful flavor; sometimes they picked a fresh flower, ecstatic; sometimes they jumped into a stream, shouting wildly, “Wah-ha-ha!”

Distances mountains shrouded in mist, the calls of deer, ethereal birdsong in their ears, insects and ants scurrying, bees and butterflies adorning flower stamens—everything was so beautiful.

Too beautiful, so beautiful that they frequently lost control, occasionally acting like mad dogs. The Far-Gazing Tower people couldn’t call them back; they’d lose control from time to time.

After the two jumped into a clear pool and splashed water on each other, their eyes met, and they suddenly hugged each other, burying their heads and sobbing bitterly.

Wu Jinliang pounded Shi Chun’s back, choking out a complaint, “We should have come out a long time ago. I told you to come out early, how many times did I call, but you just wouldn’t go.”

Shi Chun also whimpered, “It’s not like I didn’t let you go. You could have left a long time ago.”

“You didn’t leave, I couldn’t feel at ease.”

“Bah, do I need you to worry? I even...”

Before he finished speaking, two figures flashed over, pulled them apart, directly lifted them out of the pool, and flew away with them.

The two had been dawdling, their words like wind in their ears. The Far-Gazing Tower group truly couldn’t stand it anymore. Coupled with their low cultivation, which made them slow and wasted time, the group simply decided to carry them by flying.

If Old Tan hadn’t given instructions before they left, they really would have abandoned the two.

Instantly, the group felt the whole world become peaceful and free.

Before long, someone behind them shouted, “Why make such a huge saber? Are you a beast?!”

It was the person who picked up Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang’s luggage from behind, discovering he had picked up a huge burden. Wu Jinliang’s large saber was too heavy, at least equivalent to two or three people. By rules, it couldn’t be mixed with Far-Gazing Tower’s goods. This heavy load would definitely be uncomfortable for a long journey, so he couldn’t help but curse, saying he would have thrown it away if it weren’t for Old Tan’s reputation.

Wu Jinliang shrank his neck and said nothing.

Shi Chun, however, asked the leader who was carrying him, “Where are we going?”

The leader said, “We’ll drop you off at the nearest city, and our job will be done.”

Shi Chun asked again, “Where are you going?”

The leader replied, “Naturally, to Far-Gazing Tower to report.”

Shi Chun: “I heard Far-Gazing Tower is all over the world. Isn’t there one in the nearest city?”

The leader said, “The nearest city is too small to handle this much cargo we have. We need to deliver it to a place that needs it.”

Shi Chun blinked and said, “We also want to go with you to see things, and listen to your guidance. Old Tan promised us, didn’t he tell you?”

In reality, they were afraid that the Qi family hadn’t received the news from the Living Prison and that being unprotected at this time would be dangerous.

After some negotiation, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang repeatedly guaranteed that they would not be disobedient or run around again, after which the group changed their direction.

A group of High Martial cultivators could fly two or three miles with one leap in the mountains, which greatly impressed Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang.

They occasionally stopped along the way, and in a blink of an eye, it was the next morning.

A cluster of pavilions and towers hidden deep in the mountains suddenly appeared before their eyes in a visually striking manner. Canyons and lakes were connected, with signs of human activity among the splendid buildings, and mists rising from the shimmering lake waters. People coming and going seemed to be in a painting, and there were even figures flying into the sky, spiritual birds rising and falling, a scene of an immortal realm, which left Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang stunned.

This place was the destination of the Far-Gazing Tower group, Zhaotian City.

Still dumbfounded, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang were pulled by the Far-Gazing Tower group, flying into the canyon and landing in a pavilion by a waterfall and pool.

“Alright, we’re here.”

The leader dropped these words and left.

Clang-clang, someone threw down Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang’s weapons and packs, and everyone turned and left, clearly unwilling to waste any more words on these two burdens.

Along the way, they didn’t even tell the two their names, perhaps too lazy to, or for some other reason.

Never mind, Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang weren’t angry; they had no such thoughts. They were extremely curious, picked up their ragged belongings from the ground, and left.

Several rivers snaked through the middle of the canyon, with many bridges at the valley floor. Numerous buildings soared high, and many pavilions were built into the cliff faces on both sides, with various large and small stone steps winding up the walls. The valley contained various shops, and amidst the splendid buildings were many dilapidated wooden-tiled houses. People frequently flew through the air.

A young woman walked to an open terrace, suddenly flipped over, and transformed into a colorful large snake, then lay on her belly to sunbathe.

A large rat climbed onto the eaves and extended its claw to hang a bell.

People of all sorts, bustling and lively.

Clap! A sudden sound of a gavel striking a table, nearly startling Shi Chun and Wu Jinliang, who were dazed and looking around by the roadside. What was happening? The two turned their heads to see, in a hall a few steps up, an old man putting down his gavel. Facing a group of leisurely guests, he intoned with a theatrical voice, “The Ten Yama Kings form their own realm, sealing off Hell for eight hundred years. The Jailer of the Twelve Cities defies heavenly laws, holding power over the Living Prison, heeding calls but not declarations. Furthermore, the Four Continents harbor powerful factions, feigning obedience while acting contrary. The Empress, having usurped her position, desires to re-establish true heavenly order, but her grand ambitions are hard to achieve...”
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